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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
Development of a Growth Mindset Approach  
to Reading Instruction 
 
 
by 
 
 
Rosemary Anne Miller 
Doctor of Education 
University of California, Los Angeles, 2019 
Professor Diane Durkin, Co-Chair 
Professor Kimberley Gomez, Co-Chair  
 
This action research study guided teachers in the development of a growth mindset approach to 
reading instruction during 4 pivotal years of reading development. To address the academic and 
cognitive needs of emerging readers, teachers developed an approach to reading instruction with 
specific growth mindset applications by adapting existing programs and research. Kindergarten 
through third grade teachers were asked to examine their own mindsets toward their readers, 
among them English Learners (ELs). The approach was researcher-guided and teacher-created. 
Teachers implemented new teaching practices based on growth mindset programs and research, 
reflected with their colleagues on the process, and refined their approach. Data collection 
methods included recorded and transcribed planning sessions with teachers, 17 classroom 
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observations, analysis of documents produced in the sessions, and survey responses from 
teachers after each session. Six teachers also participated in a voluntary post-study interview. 
The results of this study detail the key components of a growth mindset approach to reading 
instruction, examine changes in teacher pedagogy across subject areas, and discuss challenges to 
its implementation. It can be concluded that participating in the development of such an 
approach has a profound impact on the way educators instruct and interact with students. This 
study also found that growth mindset practices formerly thought to be most successful with older 
students can be adapted and applied successfully with children as young as kindergarten age. 
Future research should focus on linking growth mindset practices with K-3 readers to reading 
achievement and identifying the specific growth mindset needs of ELs. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
This action research (AR) study guided teachers in the development of a growth 
mindset approach to reading instruction. To address the emotional needs of emerging readers, 
teachers developed a new approach to reading instruction with specific growth mindset 
applications by adapting existing growth mindset programs. Kindergarten through third grade 
teachers were asked to examine their own mindsets towards their readers, among them ELs, 
and how they took their students’ specific reading needs into consideration when creating the 
approach. The approach was researcher-guided and teacher-created. Teachers implemented new 
reading instruction practices based on growth mindset programs, reflected with their colleagues 
on the process, and refined their approach. Teachers identified effective instructional practices 
for the pivotal years in reading development.  
Statement of the Problem 
Reading ability determines early school achievement and is paramount in students’ 
future academic success (Chapman, Tunmer, & Prochnow, 2000). Nationally, only 37% of 
fourth graders are performing at or above the reading proficiency level. In California, that 
statistic drops to only 25% of third graders fully meeting the standard for understanding stories 
they read (California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress [CASPP], 2018). The 
same statistic holds true for LAUSD. A key contributor to low achievement is students’ self-
perception of themselves as learners (Chapman et al., 2000).  
Although existing reading programs focus on developing phonological awareness and 
comprehension strategies (Denton et al., 2013), they do not address the role of mindset in 
reading development. Researchers agree that there is a correlation between practices that focus 
on students’ socio-emotional wellbeing and academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). 
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Although mindset is a broad term encompassing an individual’s attitudes towards themselves or 
a task, in this inquiry, I specifically examined the socio-emotional component of learning to 
read, which included student mindsets. Growth mindset is a unique theory that addresses 
emotional needs and self-perception through metacognition, combining cognitive and socio-
emotional approaches. Students formulate perceptions of themselves as readers as early as 
kindergarten (Chapman et al., 2000) and are acutely aware of their abilities in comparison to 
their peers’. An approach that addresses the role of mindset in children learning to read is 
needed.  
Background of the Problem 
Educational research indicates that some students, described as resilient, willingly 
tackle challenges and persevere, whereas others easily give up. The embodiment of these 
dispositions has a profound impact on a student’s success in school. In their seminal research, 
Dweck and Leggett (1988) examined why students respond to challenges in varying ways. 
They found that students hold one of two implicit theories about intelligence: fixed versus 
growth mindset. Students who viewed intelligence as fixed—something that changes little over 
time—exhibited less resilience than their peers when confronted with a challenge. 
Contrastingly, students who understood intelligence as being flexible—something they had the 
power to change and develop through effort—were more likely to persevere in the face of 
challenges. Students who embodied a growth mindset were more likely to succeed 
academically when faced with challenges than their fixed-mindset peers. 
 Since Dweck and Leggett’s (1988) seminal study, research in the field of growth versus 
fixed mindset continues to demonstrate the importance of mindset in determining resiliency and 
academic success. Yeager and Dweck (2012) examined how students facing adversity view the 
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challenge ahead of them, connecting a student’s perception of a challenge and his/her feeling of 
self-control. Links have also been made between mindset and motivation, correlating a 
student’s mindset and his/her ability to remain driven throughout the school year (Haimovitz, 
Wormington, & Corpus, 2011). Overall, students who embody a growth mindset earn higher 
grades than their fixed-mindset peers (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). The 
language teachers use and the type of praise they give have been found to have a direct impact 
on students’ motivation and consequently their academic success (Mueller & Dweck, 1998). 
Short-term mindset interventions have also been successful in increasing student scores. Eccles, 
Wigfield, and Schiefele (1998) showed that providing students with a 6-week mindset 
intervention program had significant effects on students’ math test scores, as compared to the 
control group.  
Contribution of this Effort to the Current Literature 
Although researchers have established a link between mindset and success in school 
(Haimovitz et al., 2011; McCutchen, Jones, Carbonneau, & Mueller, 2015; Yeager & Dweck, 
2012), a review of the literature shows little research has targeted the application of growth 
mindset in the early elementary years. A closely related area for elementary students that has 
been examined is resiliency. Few remember learning to read, yet the process requires constant 
trial and error wherein resiliency is key (McTigue, Washburn, & Liew, 2009). Johnston (2005) 
recognized the importance of resiliency in reading development, recommending that future 
literacy screenings include measures to assess student resiliency and self-efficacy. McTigue et 
al. (2009) suggested that teachers reinforce effort as a way to build resiliency, a key benefit of 
growth mindset. Past mindset research has looked at both verbal and math standardized scores 
of middle and high school students, with more focus placed on math due to higher gains 
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(Blackwell et al., 2007; Eccles et al., 2002; Good, Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003; Mueller & 
Dweck, 1998). What is needed is an inquiry that focuses specifically on early reading 
development with a growth mindset approach. Such an approach consists of instruction in the 
malleability of intelligence, an emphasis on effort, and awareness of student mindsets and self-
perceptions. 
The Project 
This study engaged teachers in an AR model that adapted growth mindset research and 
Mindset Kit, Mindset Coach, and Mindset Math materials to develop a growth mindset 
approach to reading instruction. The Mindset Kit is a collection of lessons and programs 
created by the PERTS lab at Stanford, a lab with which Carol Dweck collaborates. The Mindset 
Coach, written by Annie Brock and Heather Hundley (2016), is a month-by-month guidebook 
of growth mindset implementation for teachers. The Mindset Math program was developed by 
Jo Boaler and her team at Stanford’s YouCubed. It focuses specifically on instructing math in a 
way that instills students with a growth mindset towards math, but also includes general 
recommendations for building a growth mindset classroom. In this study, teachers also 
examined growth mindset research and literature about supporting ELs and their cognitive 
flexibility. Through multiple cycles of collaboration, discussion, observation, action, and 
reflection, teachers developed a growth mindset reading approach. Although the primary aim of 
this study was to analyze teachers’ development and implementation of the approach, the study 
also determined how teachers took EL needs into consideration when designing the approach.  
Research Questions 
 The study addressed the following research questions: 
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1. How do teachers develop a growth mindset approach to reading instruction through 
participation in action research? 
a. How do teachers decide what materials to use as they create and implement 
the new approach? 
b. How are EL needs taken into consideration when creating and implementing 
the new approach? 
c. What, do teachers report, are the elements of a growth mindset approach to 
reading instruction? 
2. How, according to teachers, does developing this new approach result in changes to 
pedagogies? 
Research Design 
This study was conducive to AR, as opposed to a standard qualitative study, because of 
the need for time to reflect collaboratively on practice when implementing a new instructional 
approach. A core tenet of AR is the participation of those in the organization in the action 
inquiry process—in this case, teachers. Teachers are more invested in solving the problem at 
hand when they are involved in creating the roadmap for doing so (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). 
A continual series of professional learning cycles allows teachers to develop and implement 
their own approach to reading instruction, which justifies the need for an AR model.  
In this AR study, a group of kindergarten through third grade teachers was guided by 
the researcher in identifying the key elements of a growth mindset-oriented reading approach 
and implementing the approach in their classrooms. As the researcher, my role was primarily to 
facilitate the AR sessions, providing materials for the development of the approach and guiding 
teachers in critical analysis discussions.  
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Teachers engaged in multiple cycles of planning changes to their reading instruction 
using growth mindset research and Mindset Kit, Mindset Coach, and Mindset Math tools. They 
were observed enacting those changes, reflecting on new practices, and navigating challenges 
to the approach’s implementation. Changes in teacher practice were documented through 
classroom observations, recordings of session meetings, post-interview responses, answers to 
survey questions, and an analysis of documents produced in the sessions. Teachers engaged in 
weekly meetings in which they learned about the theory of growth mindset, shared experiences 
with growth mindset implementation, and reflected on changes, if any, in their own mindsets 
and practice. In between these sessions, teachers were expected to implement changes to their 
reading instruction and were observed doing so. The cycle then began again, with teachers 
developing a plan to enact new practices and modifications based on the group reflection.  
Data Collection 
 Data pertaining to the research questions were gathered through transcripts of the AR 
session meetings, two classroom observations of each teacher, post-session survey responses, 
document analysis, and post-study interviews. Teachers engaged in eight 1-hour collaborative 
planning sessions, during which they analyzed growth mindset materials and current mindset 
and EL research, adapted the materials to their own practice, reflected on the implementation, 
and documented the development of a new instructional approach. Observation notes 
(Appendix L) detailed what growth mindset practices teachers enacted during reading 
instruction, including specific activities and language used with students. Transcripts, survey 
responses, document analysis protocols, and observation notes were coded for emerging themes 
and data were triangulated to identify key findings across all data sources. Initial codes 
included teacher perceptions of student ability, the role of collaboration in developing a new 
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instructional approach, the adaptation of existing mindset materials, changes to teacher 
practice, and challenges considering EL needs.  
Site Selection  
This study was conducted at Lakeside School (pseudonym), an independent elementary 
school located in the greater Los Angeles area. The criteria for the selection included a site that 
was not already engaging in growth mindset teaching practices as determined by an analysis of 
the curriculum and conversations with the Principal. Additionally, the site needed to have a 
population of readers who were performing below grade level and a desire to implement 
growth mindset practices within the academic curriculum. The Principal expressed a desire to 
build on the introduction of growth mindset theory to the faculty in the previous school year 
and implement growth mindset practices across grade levels. I am a teacher at the site and 
therefore had access.  
The culture and demographics of this site corroborate the need for an approach to 
reading instruction of this nature. This school has a culture of high-stakes academic success 
that has led to an increase in the number of students embodying a fixed mindset. The Principal 
and the faculty have expressed a desire to adopt growth mindset principles to address the needs 
of the site’s population. Unknowingly, faculty at times use fixed mindset language when 
talking about student abilities and would benefit from a program of this nature. The EL 
population at the school is small, but since there is currently no way of tracking students’ home 
language(s) and proficiencies, the school does not have data on how many EL students they 
enroll. As detailed in Finding 4 in Chapter 4, teachers were also unsure of how many EL 
students were in their classes. EL students do not receive any specific services or supports 
based on their language and learning needs. AR is meant to identify and address a unique need 
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at a site, and Lakeside School presents a need for both a growth mindset intervention and an 
increased awareness of their EL population. If mindsets and practices can be changed within a 
school culture that has existed for decades, then the findings of this study could be applicable to 
a wide range of teachers from various school types. 
This study involved eight kindergarten through third grade homeroom teachers and one 
reading specialist. These are the years in which students are mastering basic reading skills, such 
as phonemic awareness, decoding, and comprehension (Badian, 1995). By the end of 
kindergarten, students have already formulated a perception of themselves as learners 
(Chapman et al., 2000). Therefore, kindergarten through third grade are optimal years for 
building a growth mindset among early learners.  
Public Engagement and Significance  
 The results of this study are not intended to be generalizable due to its qualitative AR 
design. However, the characteristics of the site and population are found in many independent 
schools across the country. Studying the process by which teachers collaboratively create a new 
approach to reading instruction can provide suggestions for other sites looking to improve early 
reader mindsets. This study sheds light on how teachers can come together to overcome their 
own fixed mindsets and work to enact change for early readers at their school sites.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
This project sought to engage teachers collaboratively in developing a growth mindset 
approach to reading instruction. Existing early reading practices rely on programmatic and 
cognitive approaches such as phonemic and phonetic awareness and comprehension, but they 
lack mindset supports, especially for ELs. It has been established that growth mindset 
correlates with academic achievement (Blackwell et al., 2007; Haimovitz et al., 2011; 
McCutchen et al., 2015). However, it remains unclear how growth mindset affects ELs in their 
reading development. These students have specific needs as they learn to read, requiring 
different levels and types of supports (August, Shanahan, & Escamilla, 2009; Goldenberg, 
2010). This review first summarizes national data on current reading achievement. It then 
examines data on EL reading achievement, largely unchanged from 2003 to 2017, despite 
increased resources and funding (August et al., 2006; California Department of Education, 
2016). The review then summarizes reading theory and targeted interventions, which have not 
raised achievement scores. I then argue for more classroom-based, collaborative teacher 
development programs rooted in mindset to address reading discrepancies. I conclude by 
discussing how the current study was framed by Dweck’s theory of growth mindset and 
Dewey’s theory of reflective thinking.  
Reading Achievement in the United States 
Statewide and Nationwide 
Reading ability determines early school achievement and affects students’ future 
academic success (Chapman et al., 2000). Nationally, only 37% of fourth graders are 
performing at or above the reading proficiency level by the end of fourth grade (National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, 2017). In California, that percentage drops to significantly 
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below the national average. On the 2018 Smarter Balanced Assessment, 75% of California 
third and fourth graders did not meet the standard for understanding stories and information 
they read. The same statistic holds true for LAUSD (CAASPP, 2018). The California 
Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP) asks students to read grade-level 
passages and answer comprehension questions. Reading achievement relies on both a student’s 
ability to decode words and comprehend what they are reading as well—a key life skill.  
English Learners 
 The gap in reading achievement is exacerbated for ELs. The national scaled score of 
fourth grade ELs on the NAEP assessment has remained constant since 2005, between 187-
189. This is below what is considered basic proficiency in reading. Nearly one-quarter of 
students in California are designated as ELs. Of those, 78% are elementary school students 
(California Department of Education, 2016). On the 2017 California Smarter Balanced 
Assessment, 94% of ELs in third grade and 96% in fourth grade did not meet the standard for 
understanding stories and information they read (CAASPP, 2017). Nearly all of California’s 
ELs are struggling to meet a basic level of reading proficiency in their early elementary years.   
History of Early Reading 
 The debate over best practices in reading instruction spans decades and continues today 
(Adams 1990; Chall, 1967; Stahl & Miller, 1989), oscillating between two main theories: 
whole language versus phonics. Whole language, the process of reading words by sight as 
opposed to sounding them out phonetically, dominated instructional methods until the 
publication of Jeanne Chall’s 1967 book Learning to Read: The Great Debate. In this work, 
which combined program evaluations, site visits, and a review of existing research, Chall 
documented consistent advantages to implementing a systematic phonics program. She found 
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these advantages to be particularly salient for struggling readers and students from low socio-
economic status backgrounds. Since Chall’s seminal work, researchers continue to validate the 
advantages of a phonetic approach to learning to read in conjunction with reading 
comprehension and vocabulary instruction (Adams, 1990; J. Cunningham, 2001). Although 
phonics is still a widely accepted and implemented approach to teaching reading, there are 
limitations to developing reading skills through phonics alone. Lacking in the great debate over 
reading instruction is a focus on student mindsets when learning to read. Phonics instruction 
alone has not led to improved student outcomes.  
To address low reading achievement scores, The National Research Council’s 1998 
publication Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children outlined key strategies for 
educators and parents to increase a child’s early reading achievement. Among these strategies 
are a phonetic approach, more literacy talk at home, vocabulary development, and play-based 
instruction for kindergarteners. Although the report acknowledges the benefits of an interactive 
and social approach to reading development for preschool and kindergarten, its 
recommendations ignore the social and concentrate on the cognitive and pragmatic as children 
get older. The National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance confirmed 
these recommendations, emphasizing letter-sound awareness and decoding as foundational 
skills for beginning readers (Institute of Educational Sciences, 2016). Regardless of the 
approach to reading instruction, reading achievement scores remain low. Over 65% of U.S. 
fourth graders are still not proficient in reading (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
2017). Existing approaches have ignored the impact of student mindsets when learning to read 
in favor of the mechanistic, despite insignificant gains in reading achievement over the past 
decade for all populations.  
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Reading Development of English Learners 
History of Research 
 Despite a growing population of ELs in our nation’s schools (National Center for 
Education Statistics, n.d.), research on reading in relation to second language learners remained 
sparse until the early 21st century. The Handbook on Reading Research, a collection of major 
studies in the field of reading development, included its first chapter on EL reading in 1991 
(Goldenberg, 2010). Since then, research pertaining to EL reading has focused largely on the 
debate over language of instruction and the development of the first language (Genesee, 2006; 
Greene, 1997; Rolstad, Mahoney, & Glass, 2005; Slavin & Cheung, 2005). The National 
Literacy Panel’s report Developing Literacy in Second Language Learners recommended 
changes to policy and instruction, highlighting the importance of a home-school connection for 
developing readers (August et al., 2006), but not addressing specific social or emotional needs 
of ELs. The report hypothesizes that second language learners experience lower self-concept 
than their English-proficient peers, which may affect literacy development. Although the 
literature has become more prevalent as the EL population has increased, research lacks focus 
on how the EL experience of learning to read affects self-perceptions.  
Specific Needs of English Learners 
ELs make up one of the five major populations deemed at risk for difficulty with 
reading when entering kindergarten (National Research Council, 1998). Some of the same 
issues around the whole language versus phonics debate can be applied to ELs’ reading 
development. ELs benefit from a phonetic approach to reading instruction and require 
significantly more support with reading comprehension than their monolingual peers (August et 
al., 2006; Chall & Jacobs, 1983). Discrepancies in early reading achievement can also be tied to 
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a lack of background content knowledge as compared to native English speakers (Goldenberg, 
2010). Researchers have found various causes for the discrepancy in reading achievement 
between monolingual and bilingual students. However, responses to these causes have not been 
successful at eliminating ELs’ underachievement.  
Teachers often encounter ambiguity when assessing the needs of their ELs. There is a 
lack of knowledge and research identifying the factors that distinguish ELs experiencing 
difficulty with reading achievement due to language acquisition from those with an existing 
learning difficulty. This can cause hesitance as educators seek to understand the specific 
learning needs of their ELs and/or refer them for an evaluation. This confusion has led to a 
disproportionate number of ELs being designated as learning disabled. The type of program in 
which students were placed also affected special education rates. Students in English 
immersion programs, as opposed to bilingual programs, more often received special education 
services (Klingner, Artiles, & Barletta, 2006). Although there is a need for further research and 
professional learning surrounding the identification of ELs’ learning needs, valuing a student’s 
home language consistently leads to more favorable outcomes.  
The key to understanding ELs’ specific needs is understanding the cognitive process 
they experience as a result of operating in two languages. In her seminal work, Cook (1992) 
argued that multicompetence is a distinct state of mind from monocompetence. 
Multicompetence is defined as “the compound state of mind of two grammars” (p. 112), 
whereas monocompetence refers to one grammar (language). Those who know two languages, 
or L2s as she refers to them throughout her research, were found to have a different cognitive 
process than L1s (monolingual people). Children who know two languages do not know these 
languages as separate entities. The unique combinations of languages in their brains allows 
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them to code-switch regularly. Both languages live in the same location of the brain, yet one 
does not exist independently of the other. Students cannot simply turn off one language—they 
embody a unique combination linguistically and cognitively. Cook stressed the importance of 
valuing multicompetence instead of abandoning and shutting off the non-English language, 
which has been the dominant model of EL education in public schools. A recent report 
published by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2017) stresses 
the importance of teachers understanding and capitalizing on students’ home languages and the 
knowledge and assets that come with being a dual language speaker. Existing interventions do 
not emphasize or train educators in the unique cognitive abilities of children with 
multicompetence.  
Existing Interventions  
The debate over language of instruction for ELs during reading instruction continues 
today. The majority of current programs operate under an English-only model where a 
student’s home language is not used in his/her development of reading proficiency in English. 
Bilingual programs, in contrast, seek to develop both languages concurrently by providing 
students with opportunities to read in their native language as well. Slavin and Cheung (2005) 
reviewed 17 studies on language of reading instruction for ELs and concluded that although 
more longitudinal research is needed, bilingual instruction that provides students with distinct 
opportunities to read in both their native language and English benefits ELs’ reading 
development the most. The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2017) 
urge the importance of promoting the maintenance of a child’s home language while learning 
English and caution against the cultural costs of losing the primary language.  
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 Proposed interventions to combat gaps in bilingual students’ content knowledge follow 
a common theme: a rigorous, balanced, universally adopted approach (Cummins, 2007; 
Goldenberg, 2010; Jiménez, Rose, Cole, & Flushman, 2010). Researchers argue that often ELs 
are given explicit instruction in English that involves tasks with low cognitive demand, such as 
playing hangman or correcting an improperly written sentence (Jiménez et al., 2010). In order 
to build students’ vocabulary and knowledge about a range of subjects, thus increasing their 
reading abilities, second language instruction often combines systematic phonics instruction 
and repeated exposure to texts (Cummins, 2007). Students need direct and explicit instruction 
in comprehension strategies and literacy components (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). Although researchers agree that a balanced approach most 
benefits language-minority students, achievement rates remain extremely low. These 
approaches are highly mechanistic and fail to acknowledge the increased stress many ELs 
experience when learning to read, speak, and write in a new language.  
Socio-Emotional Approaches 
 Because academic interventions for ELs and struggling readers yielded insignificant 
results, researchers turned to examining the role of students’ socio-emotional well-being in 
their academic achievement. Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, and Weissberg (2017) conducted a meta-
analysis of 82 socio-emotional learning (SEL) programs that involved 97,406 kindergarten 
through high school students. Their analysis found that regardless of the school’s location, 
student race, and socio-economic background, students who participated in a socio-emotional 
intervention experienced significantly better indicators of socio-emotional well-being and skill 
level than students who did not receive an intervention. Follow-up, which was conducted 
beginning 6 months after the intervention and extended to 18 years post intervention, indicated 
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that students maintained this developed skill level over time. These interventions focused 
mainly on developing positive self-perceptions and social and emotional skills (conflict 
resolution, collaboration, etc.), and the majority of interventions were pre-developed programs 
such as PATHS (Positive Action, Life Skills). Albeit infrequently, interventions were 
occasionally intertwined with academic curriculum. 
 SEL interventions lead to more than solely emotional well-being gains. In their 
extensive review of 317 SEL studies involving over 320,000 K-8 students, Payton et al. (2008) 
found that student participation in SEL had significant academic as well as emotional benefits. 
Academic achievement of students receiving SEL instruction improved by as much as 17 
percentile points and drastically improved students’ self-perceptions, coping abilities, attitudes 
about others, and conduct. Payton et al. went so far as to conclude that SEL programs are 
among the most beneficial and influential interventions for school-aged children. Durlak et al. 
(2011) confirmed these findings in their meta-analysis of 213 school-based SEL programs. 
Student academic achievement rose by an average of 11 percentile points and the programs 
greatly improved emotional outcomes for students. Teachers and administrators carried out 
SEL program implementation effectively, and the research recommends further evidenced-
based professional learning on SEL integration (Payton et al., 2008; Durlak et al., 2011). 
Researchers recommend the adoption of SEL programs into daily academic instruction (Durlak 
et al., 2011). Most SEL interventions take the form of values education and are taught primarily 
as a separate subject area (Morcom, 2014). Despite a clear link between SEL and academic 
achievement, few programs seek to embed the use of mindset-oriented language, activities, and 
assessments with core content instruction. 
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Growth Mindset  
Researchers agree that a correlation between socio-emotional instruction and academic 
achievement exists (Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008). However, current research in both 
reading and SEL does not examine the complex social and cognitive process of learning to 
read. The theory of growth mindset, which is often considered a socio-emotional approach by 
educational researchers and schools, is unique in that it addresses students’ emotional needs 
and self-perceptions through the process of metacognition. Existing reading programs focus on 
developing phonological awareness and comprehension strategies (Denton et al., 2013; Duke & 
Block, 2012; Horowitz-Kraus & Finucane, 2016), and socio-emotional instruction is taught 
largely as a separate domain, unrelated to core academic content areas. Yet, students formulate 
perceptions of themselves as readers as early as kindergarten (Chapman et al., 2000) and are 
acutely aware of their abilities in comparison to their peers’. A largely unexplored area in the 
field of SEL is the effect of student self-perceptions and views about intelligence (mindsets) on 
early academic development. Addressing the role student mindsets play in learning to read is 
necessary in order to holistically understand the cognitive and emotional process of reading 
development.   
History of Mindset 
Growth mindset developed out of several, foundational theories. The theory of 
academic self-concept (ASC) preceded growth mindset. With the advent of mindset studies, 
ASC studies have become less common. In their seminal research, Shavelson, Hubner, and 
Stanton (1976) defined self-concept as a person’s perception of him or herself, formed through 
his/her experiences. Guay, Marsh, and Boivin (2003) applied this definition to an academic 
context. Guay et al. studied the causal ordering of ASC—a student’s perception of his/her 
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academic abilities—and school achievement. Three hundred sixty-five second-through-fourth 
grade students from 10 elementary schools and a range of socioeconomic backgrounds were 
involved in the study. Over the course of 3 years, Guay et al. administered a yearly self-
perception profile that assessed students’ perceived academic ability. Additionally, teachers 
reported academic achievement ratings in writing, math, and reading at the same time intervals. 
Guay et al. found a reciprocal effect between ASC and academic achievement: Students’ ASC 
affected academic achievement and their academic achievement affected their ASC. This 
relationship between ASC and achievement did not vary across the age groups, implying that 
the correlation does not follow a developmental trend.  
The concept of ASC has been applied specifically to early reading development. 
Chapman et al. (2000) examined 152 students’ reading self-concept throughout their first 2 
years in school. The researchers specifically examined whether changes in students’ reading 
performance preceded and/or followed changes in their self-concept. Reading self-concept was 
assessed three times over the 2-year period and consisted of 30 questions such as, “Are you a 
good reader?” These questions highlight students’ perceptions of themselves as learners. The 
researchers found that within the first 8 weeks of school, students had already developed 
positive or negative reading self-concepts. This finding contradicts previous studies, which 
stated that children enter school with a positive self-concept and, through their academic 
experiences over the first 2 years, develop a self-concept that is consistent with their academic 
abilities. Negative reading self-concepts were correlated with lower scores on beginning 
reading assessments (phonological sensitivity and letter-name knowledge). This trend persisted 
into students’ third year of schooling. By the middle of second grade, students with negative 
reading self-concepts read lower level books and underperformed on word recognition 
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assessments compared to their peers with positive reading self-concepts. These findings support 
the theory that students develop either a positive or negative self-concept based on their 
academic experiences in school.  
Researchers have also established a link between teacher perceptions and student 
reading self-concept. In their longitudinal study of 1,358 students and 54 teachers, Retellsdorf, 
Schwartz, and Asbrock (2015) found that teachers’ negative gender stereotypes about boys’ 
reading achievement may have caused boys to develop a negative self-concept about their 
reading abilities. Reading is the first major academic task students grapple with in school 
(Chapman et al., 2000). The self-concept a student develops from early reading experiences 
influences his/her future academic successes. 
Dweck and Leggett’s (1988) seminal work builds on the theory of ASC to examine how 
students develop attitudes and motivations toward learning. Educational research indicates that 
some students willingly tackle challenges and persevere, and they are called resilient, whereas 
others easily give up. Researchers agree that the embodiment of these dispositions has a 
profound impact on a student’s success in school. In their highly cited research, Dweck and 
Leggett examined why students respond in varying ways to challenges. Their research found 
that students hold one of two implicit theories about intelligence: fixed versus growth mindset. 
Dweck and Leggett discovered that students who viewed intelligence as fixed—something that 
changes little over time—exhibited less resilience than their peers when confronted with a 
challenge. Contrastingly, students who understood intelligence as being flexible—something 
they had the power to change and develop through effort—were more likely to persevere in the 
face of challenges. Students who embodied a growth mindset were more likely than their fixed-
mindset peers to succeed academically when faced with challenges. 
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Mindset and Achievement 
Over the past 2 decades, researchers have used a variety of methods to link academic 
achievement to the presence of a growth mindset (Blackwell et al., 2007; Haimovitz et al., 
2011; McCutchen et al., 2015). The transition from elementary school to junior high is often 
stressful for students. Blackwell et al. (2007) examined this transition and how a student’s 
perception of his/her intelligence impacts their seventh and eighth grade academic 
performance. Three hundred seventy-three seventh grade students were given a questionnaire 
that assessed their theory of intelligence and included their beliefs about effort and learning 
goals. The results from this questionnaire were examined in conjunction with pre and post math 
assessment scores: one conducted at the beginning of seventh grade and the other at the end of 
eighth grade. Students who embodied a growth mindset at the onset of junior high experienced 
an upward trajectory in their math assessment scores, whereas those with a fixed mindset 
experienced a plateau. Blackwell et al. found that students’ beliefs about their intelligence 
during a school transitional period is highly predictive of their academic achievement.  
The effect of mindset on academic achievement holds true for students not in transition. 
In McCutchen et al.’s 2015 longitudinal study of 419 third through sixth graders, students were 
given a mindset questionnaire in the fall and spring of the school year. The set of questions 
explored students’ views on their abilities in math and reading, asking if they felt their “smarts” 
were something they could change. Researchers then examined students’ standardized reading 
and math test scores from fall and spring. Despite a decline among all students in standardized 
test scores throughout the year, students who exhibited a growth-oriented mindset on the initial 
questionnaire showed a slower rate of decline than students with fixed notions of intelligence. 
The researchers determined that the relative success of the students with growth mindsets could 
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be tied to their higher level of determination and to their focus on learning rather than 
performance. 
Short-term mindset interventions have also proven successful in increasing student 
scores. Eccles and Wigfield (2002) assessed seventh graders in New York City with declining 
math scores. Over the course of 6 weeks, students were split into a control group that was 
taught study skills and a test group that was taught both study skills and growth mindset. The 
students in the growth mindset group showed a significant rebound in their math test scores, 
whereas the purely study skills groups continued to show declining scores. Eccles and Wigfield 
highlighted how short-term growth mindset interventions can immediately influence student 
achievement.  
 Confirming studies have shown that teaching interventions effectively increase the 
presence of growth mindset and subsequently student test scores. Good et al. (2003) studied the 
effect of mindset intervention on 138 middle school students. In this study, students 
participated in one of four interventions: an incremental condition course that taught the 
malleability of intelligence, an attribution course that emphasized resiliency, a combination 
course of the above two, or an antidrug control course. Good et al. found that students who 
received instruction in the malleability of intelligence outperformed students in the antidrug 
control group on both math and verbal standardized exams. In particular, females in the 
malleability, resiliency, and combination courses significantly outperformed females in the 
control group on math assessments with average test scores of 83 versus 73.  
The presence of a growth mindset also mitigates the effects of poverty on academic 
achievement. Claro, Paunesku, and Dweck (2016) conducted a large-scale study on 168,553 of 
Chile’s public school students. They first concluded that Dweck’s previous work linking 
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mindset and academic achievement applied to an entire nation of high school students. 
Secondly, they found that students living in poverty, who typically under-achieve academically, 
experienced greater academic gains when embodying a growth mindset. Not only does growth 
mindset predict academic achievement, but it also has the power to mediate the effect of 
poverty on learning.  
Although the majority of research supports growth mindset and its effect on academic 
achievement, researchers do acknowledge counterarguments to this theory. Robins and Pals 
(2002) found that students with fixed mindsets may still experience success in academic areas. 
However, they noted that students’ successes tend to be on more traditional, formal 
assessments such as standardized tests. Mindsets and academic achievement can also vary by 
domain (Dweck, 2006a). Some students may embody a growth mindset for math and a fixed 
mindset for reading, and thus exhibit varying levels of success based on the domain. 
Underlying the majority of current research is proof of a correlation between mindset and 
academic achievement across domains.   
The presence of a growth mindset can predict more than just academic achievement in 
school. Haimovitz et al. (2011) studied the correlation between beliefs about intelligence and 
motivation. In a longitudinal study of 938 third through eighth graders, students were given 
surveys in the fall and spring of the school year. The questionnaire focused on intrinsic 
motivation, beliefs about intelligence being fixed or flexible, and the need to validate academic 
ability through schoolwork. Haimovitz et al. used the spring data to separate the students into 
those who reported a decline in intrinsic motivation over the year and those who did not. 
Students who declined in their intrinsic motivation also reported having a fixed view of 
intelligence. Contrastingly, students who did not decline in their intrinsic motivation responded 
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to the survey with growth-oriented views of intelligence. Mindset appears to be a key tool in 
promoting academic motivation and achievement for middle and high school students.    
Transforming Student Mindsets through Teacher Practices  
Teacher practices are influential in cultivating growth mindsets among students. 
Although it was not focused on reading achievement for students in early elementary grades, 
Mueller and Dweck (1998) conducted a study of 128 fifth-graders from urban and suburban 
schools that examined the link between mindset and math. Students were given a set of 10 
problems to solve and upon completion of the problems were given one of three types of praise: 
praise for intelligence (you are so smart), praise for effort (you worked really hard on that), or 
no praise at all. When asked to answer a set of follow-up complex math questions, students 
who were praised for their intelligence lost confidence. Even when they switched to solving 
simpler problems, their performance continued to suffer. Students who were praised for their 
effort remained motivated to solve the problems and outperformed the other two test groups. 
Mueller and Dweck’s work demonstrates that the language teachers use and the type of praise 
they give can have a direct impact on students’ motivation and consequently their academic 
success.  
A slightly different but related area of study is how parental praise and language affect 
student mindsets and academic achievement in school. Children who were between 1 and 3 
years old were observed interacting with their parents and type of parental praise was 
documented (process praise versus intelligence praise). Process praise occurs when a child 
receives positive feedback for engaging in an activity, focusing on his/her exerted effort and 
resiliency. Intelligence praise, on the other hand, rewards a child for how quickly he/she 
completed a task or how “smart” he/she is for meeting expectations. Students who received 
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higher levels of effort praise before attending formal schooling were found to have higher 
academic achievement in math and reading by second and third grade than those who received 
intelligence praise (Gunderson et al., 2013). The same research team recently followed-up on 
this study and found that this trend held true 2 years later. Those students now in fourth grade 
who were raised with effort praise continued to outperform their intelligence-praised peers 
academically and were more willing to engage in challenging work (Gunderson et al., 2018). 
Type of parental praise from a young age affects students’ academic performance in school.  
Confirming their initial work on teacher language and mindset, Dweck (2010) 
developed strategies for teachers to create a culture of risk-taking in their classrooms. Dweck 
recommends that teachers verbalize a challenge as a “mystery” and build excitement around 
tackling something difficult. Teachers should emphasize that easier tasks are boring for the 
brain and do not help it grow. When a child solves a problem incorrectly, the language a 
teacher uses in response can affect his/her desire to resolve the problem or give up. By 
responding with phrases such as “let’s try this mystery again” or “let’s think about why this 
strategy didn’t work,” teachers equate the process of learning to a detective solving a 
mystery—there is always more that can be discovered and learned. Similarly, if a child solves a 
problem easily, praising his/her quick pace only underscores the problematic notion that 
academic success means quick completion. Instead, teachers need to challenge students to step 
back and view the problem differently, as more of a challenge, to reinforce that learning is a 
never-ending process.  
The language teachers use combined with specific classroom practices can either create 
a growth-mindset culture or lead to risk-averse behaviors among students. Ability grouping is a 
common practice in classrooms that directly affects a child’s self-perception of his/her 
 25 
intelligence. Boaler (2013) asserts that, despite teachers’ attempts to mask the meaning of 
groupings, students understand their purpose and are acutely aware of their individual ranking. 
Students compare their performance to that of their peers and infer their level of intelligence 
based on who is in which group. Researchers confirmed that de-tracking leads to greater 
academic achievement, self-esteem, and academic progress among students (Burris, Heubert, & 
Levin, 2006; Nunes, Bryant, Sylva, & Barros, 2009). Dweck (2006b) found that high-achieving 
girls are most affected by the notion of some students being “smarter” than others, a fixed-
mindset sentiment reinforced by grouping. When these girls encounter a challenge, they 
perceive it as a discrediting of their intelligence.  
Sun (2015) examined which teacher practices led to the existence of a fixed versus 
growth mindset in students. Specifically with math, teachers who viewed the subject as being 
one-dimensional, namely based on memorization of algorithms, exhibited fixed mindset 
practices when engaging with students. In contrast, teachers who perceived math as multi-
dimensional more frequently engaged in non-ability grouping and practices that validated all 
students’ contributions. Park, Gunderson, Tsukayama, Levine, and Beilock (2016) examined 
how the practices of first and second grade teachers affected student mindsets. They looked at 
teachers who engaged students in one of two teaching practices: process/learning, in which all 
students are recognized for their growth, and person/ability in which high-achieving students 
receive additional praise and privileges. Park et al. found that students in classes with 
person/ability practices developed more of a fixed mindset by the end of the year than their 
peers in process/learning classes.  
When specifically examining teacher mindsets, the beliefs teachers held about student 
intelligence were not found to directly affect student mindsets. Sun (2015) found that although 
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teachers self-reported embodying a growth mindset and used growth mindset language with 
students, their practices were often not aligned with this type of thinking. This contradiction led 
teachers to believe that they were reinforcing growth mindset principles when their actions 
communicated the opposite. St. Amant (2017) confirmed this finding. When examining 
teachers’ mindsets of low-tracked students, she found that despite self-reporting growth 
mindset beliefs, teachers of low-tracked students did not engage frequently in practices that 
cultivated a risk-taking culture (collaboration, validating all student perspectives, non-ability 
grouping). To remedy this discrepancy, Sun suggests holding effective trainings for teachers 
about specific practices to cultivate growth mindset among students.   
Dweck (2014) took this recommendation of teacher mindset professional learning a step 
further by arguing for the need for teachers to examine their own mindsets about their practice. 
A teacher’s perception of his/her own abilities, particularly about teaching being a natural 
versus learned skill, has an impact on the mindset he/she relays to students. When teachers 
embody a true growth mindset about their own abilities as well as that of their students, they 
foster resiliency in their students—a key component of growth mindset (Brooks & Goldstein, 
2008).  
Given the historically low and relatively unchanged achievement levels of early readers, 
particularly ELs, new approaches to reading instruction must be considered. Research suggests 
that there is an inherently social component of learning to read, yet existing approaches focus 
on developing students’ phonetic awareness and comprehension (National Research Council, 
1998). Growth mindset approaches, however, have proven successful at increasing student 
achievement across a range of ages and subject areas, including math and science (Blackwell et 
al., 2007; Haimovitz et al., 2011; McCutchen et al., 2015). ELs specifically benefit 
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academically from socio-emotional interventions (Taylor et al., 2017). The language teachers 
use and the tasks they assign students correlate to student perceptions of themselves as learners 
(Boaler, 2013; Dweck, 2010; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). The development and implementation 
of growth mindset practices have not been studied at the early reader stage. 
Professional Learning 
 To change student mindsets, teachers must first examine their own mindsets as 
professionals and learners. Relationship-based models of professional learning provide 
opportunities for teachers to engage in collaborative, reflective work. A. Cunningham, Etter, 
Platas, Wheeler, and Campbell (2014) specifically looked at the effect of teacher study groups 
on emergent literacy development among preschoolers. The study group model, based on the 
Japanese lesson study model, consisted of collaborative planning, execution, reflection, and 
troubleshooting. By engaging in this professional learning cycle, teachers experienced an 
increase in their content knowledge and engaged students in more phonological awareness 
activities in the classroom. This process resulted in significant gains in student phonological 
awareness as compared to peers with teachers not engaging in study group-based professional 
learning. This research emphasized the importance of providing teachers with research-based 
recommendations while also allowing for pedagogical freedom and self-reflection.   
At the heart of influencing teacher practice is working with educators to plan engaging, 
developmentally appropriate lessons that meet the needs of all learners. The framework of 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) uses information about how students learn to guide 
teachers in developing lessons that engage and sustain students cognitively (Rose & Meyer, 
2002). This approach to curriculum design seeks to reach all learners by encouraging educators 
to use flexible teaching methods that allow for multiple means of access to core content. The 
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framework encourages the use of cognitive supports, multiple modes of content presentation, 
and flexible assessment styles to allow all learners to grasp content and demonstrate their 
knowledge. As neurodiversity in each classroom is more widely recognized (e.g. various 
learning styles, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
Dyslexia), teachers must be equipped with the pedagogical means to meet the needs of their 
diverse learners.  
Researchers agree that collaborative professional learning is most effective in 
improving teacher knowledge and learning experiences for students (A. Cunningham et al., 
2014; Fernandez & Yoshida, 2009; Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 
2009). However, the majority of professional learning in the United States does not follow this 
format. Although 60% of teachers received some form of professional learning about reading in 
2009, 80% of these teachers participated in trainings for 2 days or less (Wei et al., 2009). With 
regards to EL professional learning, 43% of teachers whose classes had over half ELs received 
at most one professional in-service about supporting these students (Maxwell-Jolly & Driscoll, 
2005). Effective professional learning models must be grounded in inquiry, collaboration, and 
reflection, and directly connected to teachers’ work with students (Darling-Hammond & 
McLaughlin, 2011; Gomez et al., 2016).  
The Study 
An AR cycle grounded in inquiry and reflection facilitated collaborative teacher 
development of a growth mindset approach to reading instruction. A core tenet of AR is the 
participation of those in the organization in the action inquiry process—in this case, teachers. 
Teachers are more invested in solving the problem at hand when they are involved in creating 
the roadmap for doing so. By engaging in AR, teachers are taking steps toward improving their 
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practice and approaches to reading instruction at their site (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). This 
professional learning cycle allowed teachers to develop and implement their own approach to 
reading instruction. It provided the time to collaboratively reflect on practice, a necessary 
process when implementing a new instructional approach.  
Conclusion 
This AR study guided teachers through developing a new instructional approach to 
reading that considered the growth mindset needs of emerging readers, among them ELs. Much 
of the existing work surrounding early reading interventions focuses on the practical skills of 
learning to read, such as decoding and comprehension. The body of literature fails to 
acknowledge the mindset readers hold about themselves, a cognitive and emotional task. 
Although Dweck’s theory of growth mindset guided the instructional approach of this study, 
Dewey’s (1933) theory of reflective thinking framed this study’s emphasis on teacher 
collaborative and reflection to address a current school-site problem. Dewey’s theory posits 
that problems arise from teachers’ real-time experiences. Data are then gathered about the 
problem and a hypothesis to solve the problem is formed and tested. This process, very similar 
to the AR cycles in which teachers engaged throughout this study, emphasizes the importance 
of reflection in addressing and solving current issues in education.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
Students encounter various challenges when learning to read. Teachers’ perceptions of 
their students’ abilities affect student mindsets and achievement. This study addressed the 
problem by guiding teachers through the development of a growth mindset approach to reading 
instruction. Through two AR cycles, teachers analyzed mindset materials and research and then 
collaboratively designed a new instructional approach to meet the needs of their students. They 
engaged in the AR cycle of planning, implementing, reflecting on, and redesigning their 
instruction multiple times. This study answered the following research questions.  
1. How do teachers develop a growth mindset approach to reading instruction through 
participation in action research? 
a. How do teachers decide what materials to use as they create and implement 
the new approach? 
b. How are EL needs taken into consideration when creating and implementing 
the new approach? 
c. What, do teachers report, are the elements of a growth mindset approach to 
reading instruction? 
2. How, according to teachers, does developing this new approach result in changes to 
pedagogies? 
Research Design and Rationale 
 The primary goal of this study was to guide teachers in collaboratively creating a 
mindset approach to reading instruction, one that was sensitive to EL needs, and examine the 
effect, if any, this approach had on teacher pedagogy. A qualitative AR study was appropriate 
to meet this goal. AR is a participatory process that seeks to bring about organizational change 
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by engaging participants in a cycle of inquiry and action (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). This 
process lends itself to the development of a school-based instructional approach. Through the 
inquiry process, teachers learned about the key components of mindset instruction while 
simultaneously working to positively affect change in students’ mindsets towards reading at 
their site.  
 This study used qualitative methods as a means to understand how a group of people 
makes sense of their experiences (Merriam, 2009). At the heart of this study was the 
development of a new instructional approach and the modification of existing teaching 
materials. Qualitative methods allowed me to describe teachers’ experiences as they developed 
this instructional approach and understand why they made the instructional decisions that they 
did.   
An AR cycle was the most appropriate qualitative method to investigate the research 
questions. A goal of this study was to collaboratively create a new instructional approach to 
meet the needs of early readers. AR methods engage participants—in this case teachers—in the 
process of collaborative inquiry and change (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). This method 
provided teachers with an opportunity to examine a problem at their site and work together to 
develop a solution.  
Although quantitative methods, such as survey analysis, could also have been used to 
assess the effectiveness of an instructional approach, they do not capture the experience of 
teachers engaging in the process of developing the approach. Quantitative methods are not 
appropriate in describing why teachers choose certain elements to include in their approach 
over others, how they observe mindsets changing over time, or how the AR cycle supports the 
development of a new instructional approach. The heart of this study was focused on 
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understanding the why and how of a collaborative process, thus lending itself to qualitative AR 
methods.   
Strategies of Inquiry 
Research Site  
This study was conducted at Lakeside School, an independent elementary school 
located in the greater Los Angeles area. The criteria for selection included a site that was not 
already engaging in growth mindset teaching practices, a population of students reading below 
grade level, and a desire to implement growth mindset practices within the academic 
curriculum. An independent school was chosen because of its flexibility in allowing the 
inclusion of growth mindset practices to be interwoven with the academic curriculum. Lakeside 
School began exploring the theory of growth mindset through faculty meetings last year, and 
the Principal and faculty expressed a desire to learn more about how to integrate this theory 
into the curriculum. The site has a population of high achieving students who often perform at 
or above the national average for their age. However, this culture of high achievement has led 
to a rise in students expressing fixed mindset beliefs about their intelligence. Teachers at 
Lakeside are motivated to find ways of addressing this issue. While most students at Lakeside 
read above what is considered grade-level nationally, a population of students struggling to 
meet this benchmark does exist. A reading specialist provides small group intervention separate 
from classroom instruction for students not performing at Lakeside’s benchmark for reading 
achievement and/or the national benchmark. Teachers at this site have also had experience 
engaging in professional and personal reflection, which was required for this study.  
Given Lakeside’s status as an independent school, they are not required to release 
statistics or testing information about their population. The only standardized assessment 
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administered at the school is the Comprehensive Testing Program 5 [CTP5], administered by 
the Educational Records Bureau [ERB] to students in grades three through five. School or 
grade-level results from this assessment are not publicized. Besides a student’s report card, 
there is currently no means of tracking a student’s progress across grade levels, but the school 
is working on developing data collection methods that would allow for this longitudinal 
tracking. The school is also not required to administer a home language survey to incoming 
students, which is required in public schools. This has led to a dearth of information about 
students’ language proficiencies and language(s) spoken at home. An EL population does exist 
at the school, but teachers only know about students’ language proficiencies at intake if they 
ask parents. Teachers may also know of their EL students through classroom interactions, 
although four out of the nine teachers in the study reported that they were unsure of students’ 
language proficiencies in their classrooms. 
Population 
This study involved nine elementary school teachers: three kindergarten teachers, two 
first grade teachers, one second grade teacher, two third grade teachers, and one Reading 
Specialist for grades K-3. With the exception of the Reading Specialist, all teachers co-taught 
in self-contained classrooms with about 24 students. Kindergarten through third grade are the 
years in which students master basic reading skills, such as phonemic awareness, decoding, and 
comprehension (Badian, 1995). 
Overview of Teacher Participants 
Each teacher came to the study with a unique teaching background. Classroom 
experience ranged from 5 to 40 years, and tenure at the school ranged from one teacher’s first 
year to 27 years. At least one teacher from each grade level of lower elementary (K-3) 
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participated in the study. The school’s Reading Specialist, who works with students from 
kindergarten through third grade performing below grade-level expectations, also participated. 
The following table summarizes the role of the participants as well as their involvement in the 
various aspects of the study. Although not every teacher participated in every session or 
interview, enough participated in the full cycle to demonstrate key changes in pedagogy and the 
implementation of the new approach.  
Table 1 
Teacher Demographics and Participation 
Name Position at School 
Number of 
Sessions 
Attended 
(8 total) 
Number of 
Surveys 
Completed 
(8 total) 
Number of 
Observations 
Conducted 
Participated 
in Post-
Interview 
Shelly Kindergarten Teacher 8 8 2 Yes 
Lucy Kindergarten Teacher 7 7 2 Yes 
Amelia Kindergarten Teacher 7 7 2 No 
Emily First grade Teacher 7 7 2 Yes 
Natalie First grade Teacher 7 7 2 Yes 
Katherine Second grade Teacher 7 7 2 No 
Taylor Third grade Teacher 8 8 2 Yes 
Caitlin Third grade Teacher 8 8 2 Yes 
Jen Reading Specialist 5 5 1 No 
 
Access. The Principal expressed a desire to implement growth mindset practices across 
grade levels and in academic content areas. The development of a mindset-oriented 
instructional approach furthered the school’s commitment to meeting the individual emotional 
and academic needs of each child. The mindset focus of the study built on teachers’ existing 
commitment to students’ emotional wellbeing. Six kindergarten teachers, four first grade 
teachers, two second grade teachers, four third grade teachers, and two Reading Specialists 
were recruited for the study. I made an announcement at a faculty meeting detailing the purpose 
and time commitment of the study and offered a $25 Amazon gift card for participants who 
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completed the AR cycle. Follow-up with individual teachers was conducted to outline 
additional details of the study. Throughout the cycle, I provided snacks at each session and 
offered to cover one duty per teacher (recess, lunch, or carpool) to sustain involvement in the 
cycle and thank teachers for their participation. During the study, I was a second grade teacher 
at this site but not in a position of authority over any of the participants.  
Action Research Meetings 
 This study engaged teachers in two AR cycles, following Coghlan and Brannick’s 
(2014) process of planning, action, observation, and reflection (Appendix A). Eight sessions 
were held over the course of 3 months. The team met weekly for 1 hour, except for during 
Thanksgiving and winter holiday breaks. For a detailed description of the AR sessions, see 
Appendix C.  
Teachers were emailed 3 days before each session to remind them of when and where 
we were meeting and share the agenda, which was also available in our shared Google Drive. 
Each session started with teachers having about 5 minutes to grab snacks, chat, and look at the 
agenda on the board. I asked for a note taker each time to document anything they felt was 
important by typing into a shared Google Doc. These notes were used later as part of my 
document analysis and made available for any participant to reference if they missed a session.  
Each session incorporated four key elements: learning, reflecting/sharing, planning, and 
documenting. The learning was guided by both the participants and me. I provided specific 
instruction in the theory of growth mindset and relevant research and materials. Topics that I 
led included the neuroscience behind growth mindset, giving growth mindset-oriented 
feedback, and avoiding a false growth mindset. Teachers shaped many of the remaining topics 
based on areas in which they wanted more instruction. Participants were given time during each 
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session to reflect on what they had tried in their classrooms and share about their experiences 
with students.  
On their post-session surveys, teachers often cited time for collaborative planning as the 
most impactful component of each session. Because I was asking teachers to try out new 
practices each week, I gave them time during the sessions to plan the implementation of 
something new and use their colleagues as resources, in addition to the materials provided. 
Lastly, both formal and informal documentation of the growth mindset approach to reading 
instruction occurred at each session. I started a group Padlet, a shared online platform for 
teachers to continually add resources and comment on each other’s ideas. During the final two 
sessions, participants created one formal document detailing the essential elements of their 
created approach to be shared with other teachers.    
The last 5 minutes of each session were dedicated to giving teachers time to complete 
the post-session survey, which asked about what components they found most useful and 
impactful from the day’s meeting and what they would like to do more of in subsequent 
sessions. Due to the nature of AR, I let the participants guide our topics of discussion through 
their post-session survey responses. For example, four teachers noted in the post-session survey 
from session one that they would like to learn more about the neuroscience behind growth 
mindset, which they thought would be helpful in understanding how to tie growth mindset to 
how they teach reading. I then dedicated half of the following session to exploring this concept 
further by watching and discussing Dr. Lara Boyd’s (2015) “After Watching This, Your Brain 
Will Not Be the Same.” Participants also requested to see examples of teachers using growth 
mindset in their classrooms across grade levels and subject areas. This information was then 
incorporated into the following session by showing videos of teachers using growth mindset 
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practices during third grade and middle school math and kindergarten writing. Teachers 
reflected with each other about what they observed and how these practices could be modified 
for their own reading instruction. The following discussion provides a brief summary of the 
sessions. Appendix B contains a table that details the content addressed in each session. 
The first two sessions involved setting goals and identifying the problem, creating the 
context for the work we did. Before the first session, I asked teachers to gather data from three 
students who they perceive as readers needing support. I asked them to talk with those students 
about the students’ attitudes towards reading, why they like or dislike reading, and how they 
feel about reading during school and outside of school. This information was used to frame the 
need for this work in the first session. Teachers were then guided through a discussion 
analyzing the student data. We looked for patterns in student responses and the specific needs 
of emerging and/or struggling readers. This discussion led into the development of the problem 
that teachers would be addressing. Participants reviewed growth mindset research, as well as 
EL early reading research, and assessed their own understanding of their students’ academic 
and socio-emotional needs. Teachers were guided in examining existing research on ELs to 
better understand their abilities and unique instructional and emotional needs.  
In the next two sessions, participants identified key elements of growth mindset 
instruction and adapted mindset materials for reading instruction. Teachers did this by looking 
through provided materials such as the Mindset Coach and Mindset Kit and identifying an 
existing mindset practice they felt could be successful for use during early elementary reading. 
They then had conversations with colleagues about how these ideas could be adapted and 
explained to younger children and specifically during reading. Between sessions two and five, 
teachers piloted their adapted growth mindset practices during reading instruction. Teachers 
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reflected on the effectiveness of these practices and planned for new instructional changes 
during each session. Session five marked the formal end of the first AR cycle and the beginning 
of the second AR cycle after each teacher was observed in his/her classroom.  
Teachers completed their second AR cycle at the conclusion of session seven, after they 
reflected on newly implemented instructional strategies from session five. In session seven, 
participant researchers began formally documenting the key changes teachers must make to 
their practice when implementing mindset methods during reading instruction. The study 
concluded with a final session in which participants reflected on the AR process and its role in 
the development of a new instructional approach, as well as changes in their mindset and 
practice throughout the process.  
Data Collection Methods 
AR Session Observations 
AR session observations revealed the process in which teachers engaged when 
collaboratively developing a new instructional approach (RQ1). These observations provided 
data on the steps teachers took to identify key elements of the approach, how they assessed the 
approach’s effectiveness, and the role of reflection and collaboration in developing the 
approach. To support my role as both the facilitator and researcher, all discussions were audio 
recorded. 
Classroom Observations  
I observed the implementation of the approach in each participant researcher’s 
classroom two times throughout the study, once between sessions two and three and again 
between six and seven. The only exception to this was the Reading Specialist, who I was only 
able to observe once at the end of the study (week six). These two times were chosen in 
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particular because these are the points in the AR cycle during which teachers were 
implementing new instructional practices based on collaboration with colleagues. This process 
allowed me to assess which instructional methods developed during the AR cycle were 
implemented in classrooms (RQ1 and RQ2). I looked specifically for process-oriented teacher 
language, time allotted for student reflection during reading instruction, emphasis on effort over 
speed and correctness when giving students feedback, and providing opportunities for students 
to guide their learning during reading instruction. I also looked for any adjustments for EL 
students that reflected our AR discussions. All classroom teachers chose to have me observe 
small reading groups consisting of four to six students or one-on-one reading instruction. 
Teachers were given the opportunity to member-check my notes after each observation.  
Document Analysis 
I analyzed materials produced by teachers during the AR planning sessions. Documents 
produced by the teachers—including agendas, outlines, and brainstorming ideas—helped me 
understand how AR supports the creation of a new instructional approach (RQ1). For instance, 
lesson plans created collaboratively during the AR meetings identified what instructional 
methods and materials teachers used to create a new instructional approach. Throughout the 
study, teachers used a shared online Padlet resource that allowed them to post instructional 
ideas and comment on each other’s posts. The Padlet provided information on which 
instructional practices teachers felt were necessary to a growth mindset approach to reading. 
Participants also used the final two sessions to formally document the components of a growth 
mindset approach to reading instruction (see Chapter 4, finding #1 for details). This document 
was analyzed to answer RQ1c.  
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Post-Session Surveys  
At the end of each AR planning session, teachers were given 5 minutes to complete a 
post-session survey and reflect on the components of the day’s meeting. The surveys served as 
documentation of what instructional strategies developed by the group were piloted in 
classrooms and the effectiveness of the AR cycle and meetings. The surveys also provided a 
space for teachers to share comments they may not have felt comfortable sharing in front of the 
whole group (RQ1a and c) and elicited information about teachers’ perceptions of EL students 
and their needs (RQ1b). 
Post-Study Interviews   
 Upon the conclusion of the study, teachers were asked if they wanted to participate in a 
20-30 minute post-study interview. They were told that the goal of the interview was to share 
personal reflections of their experience in the study (see Appendix I for interview protocol). 
Since this request was outside of the original timeline for the study, participation in the post-
interview was completely optional. Six interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. The 
questions asked corresponded to all research questions (RQ1a, b, c and RQ2), and gave me a 
way to validate participant responses from sessions and actions in observations.  
Data Analysis Methods 
 In analyzing the data, I sought to describe the process of collaboratively creating a 
mindset approach to reading instruction for a population of early readers. I looked to 
understand how this approach affected teacher mindsets and pedagogy. Due to the reflective 
and cyclical nature of this study, analyzing the data was an ongoing process in which additional 
themes and sub-categories emerged. The qualitative nature of this study called for data to be 
analyzed as it was collected (Merriam, 2009). Themes that arose included the process of 
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developing a new instructional approach (RQ1), the essential components of the approach 
(RQ1a), changes in teacher pedagogy (RQ2), and how EL needs were taken into consideration 
in the planning (RQ1b). These were identified by such units of analysis as teachers changing 
language to be more process-oriented instead of outcome-oriented, fixed versus growth mindset 
language used when discussing student abilities, and providing opportunities for student goal 
setting during reading instruction. Appendix K contains a detailed coding table. 
Development of Instructional Approach 
When identifying key elements that contributed to the development of the approach, I 
looked for what materials were used during the planning sessions, such as Mindset Coach, 
Mindset Kit, and Math Mindset resources. I looked for teacher engagement during meetings, 
which included frequency of participation during group discussions and contribution of new 
ideas. Survey responses were analyzed for reflection on the effectiveness of new practices. 
Teachers were also asked specifically how they decided which materials to use when 
developing the approach and trying out practices in their classrooms during the post-interview.  
Changes in Teacher Pedagogy 
 Changes in teacher practice were identified through language used during reading 
instruction (both teacher reported and as noted during observations), reflections on new 
practices tried, and survey responses about planned action. Teachers were also asked about 
changes in their pedagogy during the post-interview. The number of new mindset practices 
implemented was determined based on classroom observations, what teachers shared in the 
planning sessions, and through their survey and post-interview responses. The sources were 
kept separate to allow for triangulation of data and explore contradictions. Any adjustments 
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teachers made to their lessons and practice specifically for ELs (as they reported and I 
observed) were also examined.  
Analysis 
Audio recordings from group planning sessions and post-interviews were transcribed so 
that they could be coded easily to identify recurring themes. Data from classroom observations, 
surveys, and documents were analyzed using standardized protocols (Appendices G, L and M) 
and coded for the themes that emerged from the literature. I engaged in what Ryan and Bernard 
(n.d.) described as the cutting-and-sorting approach. Because the majority of my data involved 
conversations between participants and verbatim quotes from teacher observations, I found it 
most valuable to pull out key lines from each session, survey, post-interview, and observation 
and sort the quotes into categories under a common theme. In addition to documenting the 
group’s process, I sought to also track changes in individual teacher practices and language 
over time. To do this, I triangulated data sources specific to each participant, looking for any 
discrepancies between their actions in sessions and classrooms and responses on surveys and in 
post-interviews. For example, I pulled out quotes from each individual teacher across sessions, 
looking for any changes in their language over time. I then compared this to the notes from two 
observations conducted, looking for change from the first to second observation as well as 
differences between session responses and classroom actions.  
My analysis was also informed by Noble and Smith’s (2014) approach of extracting 
emerging codes from units of data, line-by-line coding, and then putting the data into early 
categories. Those themes started out broad—such as “challenges,” “changing in pedagogy,” 
“need for collaboration”—and then I began to look for deeper, more robust themes within each 
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category. I continued this approached until I had exhausted my data sources and narrowed 
down my themes into key findings.  
Ethical Issues 
Role of the Researcher 
I positioned myself as a current second grade teacher throughout this study as a way to 
develop a mutual understanding and trust among the participants and myself. I was not and 
never have been in a position of authority over any participants in the study. I clearly outlined 
my goals as a graduate student researcher and how my work sought to improve reading 
outcomes for all students. I reinforced first and foremost that I am also a second grade teacher 
looking for ways to improve my reading instruction. I do not have positional power at this site, 
and my familiarity with the teachers reinforced my status as a colleague.  
Consent and Confidentiality 
 Honest reflection and discussion are paramount to the success of AR. To ensure that 
participants feel comfortable engaging in the process, informed consent and confidentiality are 
key. Potential participant researchers were given a study information sheet before the start of 
the study that outlined the anticipated topics of discussion and level of involvement during the 
sessions. During the participant recruitment process, I ensured that all members were aware of 
the time commitment needed for this study and that they could decide to end participation at 
any time. Due to the fact that AR is inherently shaped by the participants, I could not fully 
anticipate what direction the discussions might have taken. Participants were also reminded of 
the purpose of the classroom observations before they took place. The topic of this study was 
not meant to be sensitive. However, I acknowledged to participants that any form of reflection, 
especially on one’s teaching practice, could elicit an emotional response.  
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 In addition to informed consent, confidentiality was of utmost importance in the AR 
cycle. The majority of data was collected through the group planning sessions, wherein honest 
discussion and reflection were key. During the participant recruitment process, I made it clear 
that all surveys, observations, interviews, and group discussions would be kept confidential 
between the researcher and the participants. Although I could not ensure that other group 
members would not share the content of the group sessions with others, I actively set 
expectations of strict confidentiality in the first group meeting and reinforced these 
expectations at the start of each session. All names and identifying features of the participants 
and the school were changed when writing about the study. Once the study was completed, all 
audio recordings and transcriptions of group sessions were deleted from both the primary and 
backup storage devices, and participants were given the opportunity to download resources 
from the shared Google Drive before I deleted the original copies.  
Credibility and Trustworthiness 
 Various measures were implemented to address bias, sloppy procedures, reactivity, and 
insufficient evidence. This AR study was designed to describe changes that occurred when 
teachers engaged in the collaborative design and implementation of a new teaching approach. 
By documenting the instructional decisions teachers made, rather than having teachers 
implement my own planned intervention, I eliminated the potential for my bias to influence 
teachers’ development of a new reading approach. As the facilitator of the AR planning 
sessions, I provided materials for teachers to use, but did not seek to control how they chose to 
develop their new instructional approach. To ensure that I did not overinterpret results, I 
triangulated the content of AR planning session discussions, survey responses, post-interview 
 45 
transcripts, and document analysis with what I saw going on firsthand in the classroom during 
reading instruction.   
Given the variety of data sources I had in my study, I was able to use methodological 
triangulation to establish validity. For example, one teacher noted the following change in her 
pedagogy; she no longer immediately jumped in to correct a student when he/she read a word 
incorrectly during reading group. She first noted this change in one of our AR sessions. I was 
then able to observe her twice in her classroom teaching reading, once shortly after the study 
started and again at the end. My notes from her observations show that she indeed was 
correcting students during the first observation, but by the second I did not note any instances 
of her jumping in. She also alluded to this change in her post-interview when I asked if this 
work had influenced her teaching at all. Using the cutting-and-sorting approach to analyze my 
data, I found it useful to mark where each piece of data that I pulled out came from (participant 
name and survey/observation/session, etc.). This protocol allowed me to more easily see 
triangulation across methods to establish validity.   
The work of McAlister et al. (2017) informed how I approached the need for interrater 
reliability in my study. I tested the clarity of my coding table and definitions by asking three 
colleagues to analyze the table, noting any questions or confusion they had. I adjusted the 
clarity of the codes, informed by their comments, and asked those three colleagues to code the 
same pieces of data (a post-interview and session transcript). I looked for discrepancies in their 
coding and found that 97% of the time, their responses matched.  
To address the potential for procedures lacking organization, I standardized protocols 
and coding procedures. Protocols for document analysis and classroom observations were 
established to ensure the same information was being gathered across data sources. Two 
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classroom observations were conducted of each teacher to provide enough data to draw 
conclusions about teacher implementation of the approach and changes in pedagogy. Coding 
themes, derived from the literature, were developed as themes emerged in the AR cycle; these 
themes were used to code AR planning session transcriptions, document analyses, survey 
responses, post-interview transcripts, and classroom observations.   
Reactivity is often a concern when observing discussions as a source of data collection. 
It was possible that during AR planning sessions and observations, participants may have been 
telling me what they thought I wanted to hear, especially about the effectiveness of the 
meetings in developing a new instructional approach. To help mediate this reactivity, I 
observed teachers implementing the new instructional approach in their classrooms and noted 
any discrepancies or counter claims about the approach’s effectiveness or success. 
Additionally, the triangulation of survey responses, planning session observations, post-
interview transcripts, document analysis, and classroom observations allowed me to observe 
any inconsistencies in participant responses around changes in mindsets or practices they 
implemented.  
AR studies have a small scope in nature. The purpose of this study was not to be able to 
generalize findings across all school sites. However, results from this study may serve as a 
blueprint for other schools attempting to change instructional approaches and/or create an 
approach that meets the needs of their specific population. To further address concerns about 
insufficient evidence, this study sought to collect rich data through transcriptions of group 
discussions and classroom observations, as well as post-interviews and surveys. Although only 
nine teachers were studied, the amount of data gathered on each teacher provides a level of 
depth that mitigates breadth.  
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Summary 
 This qualitative AR study sought to understand the development of a growth mindset 
approach to reading instruction among kindergarten through third grade teachers with 
unidentified EL populations. Through multiple processes of planning, action, observation, and 
reflection, teachers collaboratively developed and documented the process of creating and 
piloting a new instructional approach. This study was designed to produce a deep, detailed 
dataset with multiple modes of data collection, including observations, surveys, interviews, and 
document analysis. The research documented how teachers came together to develop such a 
program, as well as the resulting effects on teacher practice. Despite the small scope of this 
project, this study can be used as a blueprint for schools seeking to develop new instructional 
approaches that meet the specific needs of their students and teachers. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
This chapter tells the story of nine teachers co-creating a new instructional approach. 
This study revealed how teachers were able to take growth mindset materials and research 
previously applied to only middle and high school students and transform the concepts for early 
elementary learners. They proved the effectiveness of using growth mindset practices with 
children as young as kindergarten and found ways to apply core concepts of growth mindset 
theory to reading instruction (reflection, goal setting, feedback, productive struggle). Despite 
the focus of this study being reading, teachers experienced changes in their pedagogy across 
subject areas as a result of participating in the AR process. The study also revealed that while 
teacher practices may change quickly, internalization of the theory of growth mindset is a more 
complicated process. Throughout the study, I sought to answer the following research 
questions: 
1. How do teachers develop a growth mindset approach to reading instruction through 
participation in action research? 
a. How do teachers decide what materials to use as they create and implement 
the new approach? 
b. How are EL needs taken into consideration when creating and implementing 
the new approach? 
c. What do teachers report are the elements of a growth mindset approach to 
reading instruction? 
2. How, according to teachers, does developing this new approach result in changes to 
pedagogies? 
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Multiple data sources were used to answer these questions and determine the findings in 
this chapter, including session recordings, classroom observations, post-session surveys, 
document analysis, and post-interviews. The data revealed how a theory previously thought to 
be most impactful for students ages 10 and older due to its metacognitive nature could be 
transformed for both an age group and subject area never researched before. This chapter 
begins with a summary of the AR sessions and then moves into discussing four major findings 
that emerged based on themes in teachers’ responses across data sources.   
Summary of Action Research Sessions 
AR is a participatory process that seeks to bring about organizational change by 
engaging participants in a cycle of inquiry and action (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). This cycle 
of inquiry and action lends itself to the development of a school-based instructional approach. 
Those engaging in AR are seeking to find a solution to problems they encounter together. 
Teachers at Lakeside expressed a desire to integrate growth mindset practices into the early 
elementary curriculum as a way to address an increasing population of students struggling with 
anxiety and issues related to self-perception. The goal of their work together was twofold: to 
find ways to adapt the theory of growth mindset to early elementary readers while 
simultaneously addressing issues of self-perception and anxiety among students. An additional 
unexpected problem emerged from this process—how the school perceives and supports their 
EL population. Teachers worked together to create a plan of recommended action, detailed in 
Finding 4. 
Teachers participated in eight 1-hour planning sessions, completing two full AR cycles. 
The problems were defined and explored in the first and second sessions, and recommendations 
were made for next steps and solutions in the final two sessions. In the remaining sessions, 
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teachers read literature about growth mindset, bilingualism, and support of ELs. Participants 
discussed the research, explored existing growth mindset programs and curricula, and 
brainstormed ideas to tailor growth mindset practices to early elementary readers. Participants 
were asked to implement these new practices in their classrooms and share about their 
experiences at the following session, reflecting on changes they would make, if any, to what 
they tried. The final two sessions were used to document the new instructional approach. 
Teachers created the below table, detailing the growth mindset practices they modified for early 
readers, expected student outcomes, and materials needed.  
 The first goal of the study was to understand how teachers develop a growth mindset 
approach to reading instruction for early elementary readers through the AR process. This 
included identifying the materials teachers used when designing the approach and the essential 
components of teaching reading in this way. The key components of the approach and process, 
including challenges, are discussed in Findings 1 and 3. The second goal of this study was to 
document changes to pedagogies that occurred, if at all, as a result of participating in the study. 
Changes to pedagogies did occur and are highlighted in Findings 1 and 2. Lastly, the third goal 
of this study was to document how teachers take ELs’ needs into consideration when creating 
and implementing a new approach to reading. Finding 4 demonstrates how this goal took a 
different direction as participants uncovered new problems at their site related to school culture 
and support of ELs.  
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Table 2 
Essential Elements of a Growth Mindset Approach to Reading, Developed by Teachers 1/14/19 
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Findings 
The findings in this chapter reveal new data about the application of growth mindset 
theory to an unexplored age group and the resulting effect on teacher behaviors. I first analyze 
how teachers took the theory of growth mindset and applied its core concepts to an age group 
(kindergarten through third) and subject area (reading) not previously studied. Then, I examine 
changes in teacher pedagogies as a result of participating in the process of developing and 
enacting the new approach, both expected and unexpected. This is followed by a discussion of 
the challenges to teacher internalization of the theory that manifested in the form of 
discrepancies between teacher actions with students and language with colleagues. Finally, I 
conclude by analyzing why teachers found it difficult to consider EL needs when creating the 
approach. 
Finding #1: Applying This Theory to Early Elementary Readers 
Introduction. Growth mindset studies and the application of mindset materials have 
largely focused on students aged 10 and older due to the metacognitive nature of the theory. 
Existing growth mindset research highlights the importance of effort-oriented feedback, 
building resiliency to persevere through challenges, and student ownership over their growth 
(Dweck, 2006a; McTigue et al., 2009; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). Finding 1 is that teachers 
looked at the existing research, along with Mindset Kit and Mindset Coach materials, and 
found ways to apply the principles to early elementary readers. Table 2 shows the teachers’ 
final documentation of how to instruct early elementary reading through a growth mindset lens. 
These methods included goal setting, productive struggle, and peer feedback.  
Goal setting. Participants found setting reading goals with students to be an essential 
component of their growth mindset approach. Teachers successfully implemented goal setting 
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with students in kindergarten through third grade. When observing teachers in small group 
reading settings, seven out of the nine participants engaged students in some form of goal 
setting. I observed teachers taking the concept of goal setting and creating opportunities for 
early elementary students that ranged from checklists with specific goals for kindergarten and 
first grade students to goals set by peers for third graders. As observed, Natalie listed concrete 
actions as goals for her first graders (see Figure 1). Students were given time to quietly choose 
their own goal to be the focus of their reading while in group that day.  
 
Figure 1. Group reading goals. 
 
 In her interview Natalie commented that: 
[The children] learned to help each other stay accountable for those goals and they’re 
hearing other goals that they probably never had. Somebody said they want to slow 
down [their reading] and pause between the periods. I wouldn’t even have thought of 
that goal for that kid, but they’re thinking that and they’re trying it now. They’re just 
more aware and [goal setting] becomes a normal part of just a day. 
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Natalie noticed that the process of goal setting in a small reading group exposed 
students to goals beyond just theirs and resulted in students holding each other accountable for 
the goals they set. Two teachers noted during sessions that the goals students set for 
themselves, at times, were different from what a teacher would have chosen. Like Natalie, 
Caitlin provided her third grade students with a structure when goal setting. She asked her 
students to respond individually on paper to the following questions after partner reading one 
day: 
• How did you feel about reading with a partner? Coming up with questions for 
group? Setting your own reading goal?  
• What is your overall goal with reading The Witches? It might be the same or 
different as your goal from today.  
• What are you most proud of during reading group today and why? 
She reflected on this lesson in one of the sessions: “I think after hearing their peers [read 
aloud], they kind of built their goals around that too. Like, ‘Wow, my partner really reads really 
well. Maybe I want to read that well.’” Both Natalie and Caitlin found there to be benefits of 
engaging students in goal setting as part of a small group. Students were able to hear their 
peers’ goals, which then influenced the goals they set for themselves and broadened their 
thinking.  
Teachers noted in our sessions and interviews that the key to engaging in goal setting 
with early elementary students was teaching students how to set manageable, flexible, and 
specific goals. In discussing the process of goal setting with colleagues during our second 
session, three teachers noted that their students tended to set unspecific goals without thinking 
through the smaller steps they would need to accomplish first. At our second session, Emily, a 
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first grade teacher, provided the following suggestion to her colleagues. When reflecting on one 
of her students setting the vague goal of “read[ing] chapter books,” Emily encouraged the child 
to “think more about a strategy or a goal we could work on with reading. I know you want to 
get to chapter books, but how might you get to read a chapter book? Let’s think of more a 
specific detail.” Emily then brainstormed specific reading strategies with this student, including 
using context clues to figure out unknown words and tracking words with a finger. The student 
chose to focus on using context clues as a goal. Emily demonstrated how to tailor the abstract 
concept of goal setting to a first grade reader. 
Engaging students in goal setting also affected teacher perceptions of students. During 
one of the sessions, Shelly shared the following about goal setting’s effect on her practice:  
I had never thought of [goal setting]. [Reading instruction] was all about decoding, 
teaching [students] the right phonetic rules, fluency, smoothness, pictures, but an 
individual goal? All of a sudden, you’re teaching to the individual child. Because now, 
every child has a different goal, and you look at them differently. When you’re 
assessing them, or when you’re talking to their parents, you’re honing in on that they 
have ownership in their learning because of the goal setting. 
 
The concept of goal setting transformed how Shelly viewed her kindergarten readers. Instead of 
focusing solely on the pragmatics of teaching reading, engaging students in goal setting 
allowed Shelly to see each child as an individual with distinct reading needs.   
 Teachers in this study built on the work of Dweck (2008) by demonstrating that goal 
setting can be done by students as young as kindergarten. They adapted previous studies done 
with students in fifth grade and above. By modifying the concepts and practices to be concrete 
and accessible to younger students through means such as checklists and explicit goal setting 
instruction, teachers showed that early elementary readers are capable of engaging in 
metacognitive processes when reading.   
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Productive struggle. Productive struggle, a commonly heard phrase when discussing 
growth mindset, is defined as the process of persevering through a challenge and thinking 
flexibly to solve it, instead of giving up. For instance, a child engaging in productive struggle 
will often try a problem multiple times on his/her own before appealing to a teacher for help. 
Older students are often seen as more capable of engaging in productive struggle because they 
can attend to tasks longer than younger students. Lucy, a kindergarten teacher, shared that “in 
[an article read at a conference, the author said that] when teachers help too much, they rob the 
students of the learning high, that feeling they get after figuring something out that didn’t come 
naturally.” This spurred a conversation among the rest of the participants about providing wait 
time when a student is struggling with a word during group reading as a way of engaging 
elementary readers in productive struggle. This theme of wait time showed up over a dozen 
times throughout the remainder of the study in conversations, observations, post-interviews, 
and on the group’s shared Padlet.   
 Teachers discovered ways to apply the concept of productive struggle to kindergarten 
through third grade readers. These included not jumping in and telling a student a word when 
he/she was struggling and coaching the students in their class to do the same. All nine 
participants were observed giving students think time to struggle through a challenging word at 
least once throughout the study. Emily explained in one of the sessions: “We’re the teachers. 
We feel like we have to help [our students], but now asking them how to explain their thinking 
is actually helping them more.” Seven other teachers were also documented verbalizing this 
sentiment in the AR sessions. Teachers came to the realization that productive struggle can be a 
part of early elementary reading instruction and that children benefit from engaging in this 
process, particularly when learning to read.    
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Observations confirmed these reports. Five teachers were observed teaching their 
students the importance of productive struggle by reminding students not to interrupt their 
classmates’ thinking by calling out a word. This was especially prevalent in kindergarten, 
where two teachers expressed that the skill of not calling out was more difficult for students at 
that age. When reading with a small group, Amelia noticed a student struggling to decode a 
new word. “He’s so close. I’m so proud of you for not yelling out,” she whispered to her 
reading group. “I’m celebrating because he sounded out a word he didn’t know. I am also 
celebrating you all. Sometimes if we let our brains work, we can read it.”  
Amelia’s kindergarten students understood the importance allowing their classmate to 
grapple with a word and waited patiently while he sounded it out. This level of understanding 
of productive struggle and restraint in behavior is often not characteristic of kindergarten 
students. Shelly, another kindergarten teacher, shared a comment one of her students made after 
he watched a classmate sound out a challenging word: “She just got a lot smarter, right? She 
just got a lot smarter. We didn’t jump in, her brain was stretching.” Shelly’s students developed 
an understanding of what happens in someone’s brain when they engage in productive struggle 
and applied it to the reading group context. Both Amelia and Shelly proved that engaging 
students in productive struggle, a core concept of growth mindset, can be implemented 
successfully with students as young as kindergarten and adapted to small group reading 
instruction. 
Finding #2: Unexpected Changes to Pedagogy Across Subjects   
Although the focus of this study was on reading, teachers began making connections to 
other subject areas as they grew more familiar with specific growth mindset theory and 
practices. Teachers made these connections entirely on their own. During an analysis of session 
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recordings, post-interviews, and survey responses, teachers most commonly drew connections 
between growth mindset practices and math. Participants self-reported trying out growth 
mindset strategies they learned during the study in other subject areas, including math and 
writing. This was evident from seven teachers in session observations and post-interviews. 
Participation in this AR process also led to changes in teacher interactions with students, 
regardless of subject.  
 Math. Despite solely focusing on reading instruction throughout the study, all teachers 
who participated in a post-interview cited math as an area where they implemented practices 
learned in the sessions. Six teachers found that modifying growth mindset-oriented language, 
questioning, and feedback came naturally given the format of their math instruction. Taylor 
explained the ease of using growth mindset questioning during math instruction in her post-
interview: 
I feel like this is all easier with math. Just because math presents challenges right away, 
and you have so many struggling learners who just give up when they see a word 
problem and they don’t even try and figure it out. “Let’s break it down and let’s take it 
step by step and what do you already know? What part is confusing you? How could we 
make this easier for us to understand? This was really hard, but that’s good for your 
brain, your brain is growing.” 
 
 Taylor saw math as an area that readily presents challenges to students. She found that 
growth mindset language and questioning she learned about during the study sessions applied 
to coaching her students through math word problems. By asking students to verbalize what 
parts of a problem were challenging, Taylor engaged her students in productive struggle instead 
of giving them the answer.  
During post-interviews, four teachers gave specific examples of how they used self-
assessment and feedback about students’ areas for growth during math instruction. One 
participant wrote anonymously about implementing self-assessments during math on the 
 59 
group’s shared Padlet: “We are doing self-assessment in math and it’s so cool to see their 
honesty, growth, and how they really think and talk about it with each other.” This self-
assessment entailed students rating their confidence level with the concepts in a math unit 
before beginning instruction and after the conclusion of the unit. Students circled either a 
smiley face, middle face (indifferent), or sad face for concepts such as “regroup three-digit 
numbers,” and were able to see what growth, if any, they experienced after the unit. Another 
teacher shared about how she highlighted specific areas for improvement when grading 
assessments in one of the planning sessions: “On the math test, I wrote, ‘Remember to read the 
problems carefully, remember to read the directions, remember to keep working on 
regrouping.’ I was really specific.” Generally, feedback given to early elementary students on 
assignments is minimal and includes short, unspecific phrases such as “great job!” or a sticker 
with the word “super!” The teacher mentioned previously used her knowledge of goal setting 
with students to give feedback on assignments that showed students concretely how they could 
improve.  
 Teacher practice and life. This study on teacher pedagogy also revealed that 
participation reached beyond specific subject areas. Six of the nine participants took the growth 
mindset practices discussed in the study and applied them to their interactions with students and 
personal lives. After going through the study, teachers reported having more patience with their 
students, feeling more at ease making mistakes in front of students, becoming more reflective 
as practitioners, and empowering students more frequently. In her post-interview, Emily shared 
that she is now: 
being a little bit more patient. You know, “Okay, it’s not going to happen yet.” And 
that’s for me, too. I think another big piece is this has kind of affected my personal life, 
just as a person, as a teacher, as a friend.  
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Emily experienced a positive change in her patience and comfort level in giving herself and her 
students more time to internalize something new. This idea of growth mindset practices 
transferring into teachers’ personal lives was shared by two other teachers as well.  
 The reflective nature of AR and this study in particular provided opportunities for 
teachers to take time to analyze how their practices and language affect students. Shelly found 
that participating in this reflective process changed her as a teacher: 
I can’t even really put into words how much it has changed my thinking, because I 
don’t stop thinking about it ever. I know the program was more based on reading, but 
for me, I carried it through every facet of what I did. The thing about the reading that I 
really liked is that it gave us all an opportunity to slow down, to reflect how we deliver 
a strategy for reading, to listen more to the kids. So it’s really hard to put into words, 
except I am a completely different teacher. I truly, truly am. 
 
Participation in this study changed teacher mindsets beyond reading. Teachers grew 
more aware of students’ needs and now engage in deeper reflection when implementing new 
strategies in the classroom. Overall, teachers adopted a more student-centered mindset. 
Additionally, three teachers commented on feeling more at ease making mistakes in front of 
their students as a result of engaging in this study. Emily, a first grade teacher, summarized 
their sentiments in her post-interview: 
Before I started this, I would almost feel embarrassed to make a mistake, like, “Oh, I’m 
the teacher. I shouldn’t make a mistake,” instead of using it as a huge, teachable 
moment for them. Because [students] need to see that teachers make mistakes and 
people make mistakes and the most important part about making mistakes is that they 
can learn from them and that we need to set up an environment that is okay to make 
mistakes. We’re basically asking [students] to make mistakes every day in front of 
everyone else. 
 
 At the heart of the theory of growth mindset is the idea that the brain is elastic and 
mistakes help brains learn and grow. When beginning to implement growth mindset in 
classrooms, teachers often put up posters that say something to the effect of, “Mistakes are 
proof my brain is growing.” Participation in this study resulted in teachers building on this core 
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concept of the theory and holding themselves to the same standard as their students. Emily 
realized that she could not expect her students to feel comfortable making mistakes in an 
environment where she appears to never make mistakes or acknowledge her mistakes as 
learning opportunities. This is an example of a teacher taking a core concept of the theory of 
growth mindset and tailoring it to a first grade classroom.  
 In addition to feeling more at ease making mistakes and being patient with their 
learners, participants recognized the importance of letting their students decide how they want 
to improve. Whether through not jumping in and giving students answers, or teaching students 
to set their own goals and criteria for success, letting go of the reigns was a common theme as 
teachers reflected on changes in their pedagogy. In her post-interview, Caitlin, a third grade 
teacher, shared the feeling of three of her colleagues by reflecting:  
I think that’s a big piece, to let [students] figure out what they need to do. We had that 
same discussion today when they were celebrating their writing. What is it that you can 
improve on? How are you going to approach it differently next time?  
 
 In order for students to engage in goal setting and productive struggle—two core 
concepts of growth mindset—teachers must provide an environment that fosters these ideals. 
Caitlin and her colleagues found that asking students to analyze their work for areas of 
improvement allowed them the space to reflect on how they could grow, instead of the process 
being teacher-driven.  
Conclusion. Participation in this study was expected to result in changes to reading 
pedagogy. What was unexpected, however, were the changes teachers experienced in how they 
instructed math, their daily interactions with students, and applications to their own lives. This 
finding directly answers research question 2, which asks about changes in teacher pedagogy 
that occurred as a result of participating in this study. The findings in this section demonstrate 
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that participation in analyzing growth mindset theory and research and applying the concepts to 
reading affected teacher pedagogy, mindsets, and behavior beyond the intended focus of the 
study.  
Finding #3: Internalization of Growth Mindset 
 As teachers began to implement growth mindset practices during reading instruction, 
they experienced various challenges. Not unexpected based on the findings of previous studies, 
teachers encountered challenges rooted in time, behavior management, and school culture when 
implementing growth mindset practices in their classrooms. However, an additional challenge 
surfaced that teachers were not even always conscious of—a disconnect between the growth-
oriented language they used with students and fixed language they, at times, used with 
colleagues. Despite the three teachers above expressing positive changes in their personal lives 
and interactions with students as a result of participating in this study, discrepancies still 
existed when speaking with colleagues.   
 Internalization. Any new intervention will take time for teachers to become familiar 
with and enact with ease. Teachers expressed in sessions and were observed in their classrooms 
struggling with the necessary time to internalize the core principles of growth mindset. One 
experiences a great deal of self-reflection and catching oneself when trying out an entirely new 
way of teaching and thinking. As illustrated through the data presented subsequently, engaging 
in this work at times illuminated a disconnect between the growth mindset practices and 
language teachers exhibited when surrounded by colleagues versus when in the presence of 
students.   
In five instances, teachers were observed using binary, fixed mindset language during 
planning sessions when talking with their colleagues about a student’s abilities. Four teachers 
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used the phrase “he/she can’t read” when talking about a student’s capabilities in comparison to 
their peers. When referencing trying out choral reading with a group of students, one teacher 
commented, “You can’t do this obviously with the groups that are still learning how to read.” 
The decision not to try out a new reading practice with a group of students based on their 
reading ability reflects a fixed mindset belief that only certain students are capable of engaging 
in more cognitively demanding tasks. During planning sessions, the group focused on not using 
the word “smart” to describe students because it conveys a fixed mindset belief. A kindergarten 
teacher caught herself using this term when describing her population of students; “I think 
especially when you have smart—our kids are bright, things come easy for them.” Although 
she caught herself, this moment revealed that it takes time for teachers to fully internalize the 
belief that students do not come to class with fixed abilities—that all students have areas that 
come more easily as well as areas that are a challenge. Teachers were not observed using this 
language when interacting with students during classroom observations. They only showed 
evidence of fixed mindset beliefs when discussing students in a comfortable setting with their 
colleagues.  
 Due to the reflective nature of the study, teachers consistently voiced areas in which 
they hoped to improve in their own practice throughout the AR meetings. Five teachers 
described the struggle of needing more time to allow growth mindset thoughts and practices to 
become a natural part of their teaching. These teachers all felt that the language they use with 
students was the most challenging aspect to internalize. Emily summarized this belief in her 
post-interview: 
I think I reflect the most at night when I’m lying in bed, going over the day, like ugh, I 
didn’t say this in the best way, and I’m really hard on myself. I think it needs to start 
there, that I need to practice what I’m trying to preach every day, and kind of give 
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myself a break, too, and give myself a positive self-talk so that it kind of manifests in an 
easier way when I’m with the kids. 
 
Emily’s reflection demonstrates the struggle teachers experience to respond naturally with 
growth-oriented language consistently throughout the school day. She also recognizes that 
before teachers can expect students to hold positive beliefs about themselves and their abilities, 
teachers must first embody this mindset themselves. Shelly echoed this sentiment when she 
described the challenge of not knowing how to respond to a student in a growth mindset 
manner in the moment. As she shared in one of the sessions:  
Be really meaningful and deliberate about what you say and how you say it. If you’re 
not sure, what I would do is shut my mouth for a minute and think a little bit. Maybe 
revisit or take a note, and go back the next day, have a little conferencing. Because I’m 
not that well versed in speaking quickly and being on target because I’m new to this. 
 
Like Emily, Shelly recognizes that it can be a challenge for growth-oriented language to 
become a natural part of one’s verbiage when interacting with students throughout the day. 
Both teachers found that engaging in self-reflection is a necessary part of the internalization of 
growth mindset practices. Taylor, a third grade teacher, had a similar experience when 
member-checking the observation notes I had taken while watching her conduct a reading 
group. In response to a student exhibiting off-task behavior, the teacher responded by saying, 
“That’s really upsetting me.” Taylor shared her experience reflecting on this moment with the 
group in one of our sessions: 
Everything I’m reading, like, oh that was a great comment I made, and that was really 
good. Then I read, “Teacher says, ‘That’s really upsetting me.’” Seeing it on paper, it’s 
like, god, there are so many better ways to say, “Please, I need you to pay attention.” So 
one of my goals is going to give positive behavior feedback. 
 
When in the moment of teaching, Taylor did not recognize the language she used with 
her student as being reflective of a fixed mindset belief. Instead of providing the student with 
concrete feedback that he/she could grow from, the teacher tried to redirect the behavior by 
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making an emotional appeal. However, after engaging in the process of self-reflection through 
member-checking, Taylor realized that there was an opportunity in that moment to address the 
child in a more growth-oriented way. Teachers were often able to recognize and reflect on fixed 
mindset behaviors that happened in the presence of students, acknowledging that using growth 
mindset language consistently still presented a challenge. However, fixed mindset language 
used when discussing students with colleagues went unnoticed by teachers during our sessions 
on almost all occasions. The data showed that some teachers continue to hold fixed judgments 
of students’ reading capacity despite demonstrating growth behaviors towards students.  
Conclusion. The implementation of any new instructional approach will inherently 
present challenges, both expected and unexpected. The findings in this section directly answer 
research question 1c, which asked specifically about any challenges that arose throughout the 
process of creating the approach. Learning about growth mindset research and practices 
affected teacher behavior when in the presence of students, but not necessarily with colleagues. 
While teachers found various ways to modify the theory of growth mindset for early readers in 
their classrooms, the mindsets they held about their students did not change as quickly as their 
pedagogies. An analysis of the data revealed that teachers may not even be conscious of how 
their own fixed mindsets are revealed when in the presence of colleagues.  
Finding #4: The Need to Understand ELs 
Teachers were unable to take ELs’ needs into consideration when implementing growth 
mindset reading practices because of the existing school mindset and a lack of information 
about this population. Lakeside School has a number of EL and fluent bilingual students; 
however, the exact size of the population is unknown. Unlike public schools, independent 
schools do not require parents to complete a home language survey, and therefore Lakeside did 
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not have concrete data on the proficiency levels of students at the school or their home 
languages. The school did not implement any instructional supports for ELs based on their 
language and learning needs.   
Before the study began, I asked participants to complete a pre-survey that asked 
questions about the needs of the readers in their class. The final question asked about students’ 
home language. As demonstrated in Figure 2, nearly half of the teachers (four out of nine) were 
unsure of how many students in their class spoke a different language at home than at school.  
 
Figure 2. Teacher familiarity with ELs. 
 
 This question was used as a starting point in a discussion with participants about 
students’ language proficiencies at Lakeside, how ELs and fluent bilinguals are perceived, and 
their needs. The following sub-findings, which include data from meeting discussions, survey 
responses, and post-interviews, illustrate the existing mindset towards ELs at the school and 
what teachers believe is needed to overcome this mindset.  
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 Existing mindset. Four teachers agreed that students developing English are currently 
viewed with a deficit mindset at the school. When speaking about the perception of a child’s 
EL status, Natalie shared in her post-interview that: 
It’s compared to a learning disability and we can’t have that mindset. Especially in this 
world, especially if we’re trying to attract more diverse candidates, kids, families, we 
won’t if we have a mindset. I feel like that’s an area where we still need to work on a 
lot. 
 
Natalie acknowledged the fixed-mindset culture of the school surrounding ELs, but also 
alluded to the larger issue of how this culture affects the students, families, and employees the 
school is able to attract. Lakeside has taken steps over the past 3 years to increase the racial, 
ethnic, linguistic, and socio-economic diversity of the school’s student body and staff, 
including forming a diversity, equity, and inclusion committee and releasing a diversity 
statement. However, Natalie worries that progress in this area cannot continue with the current 
school culture in place. Emily echoed this sentiment during one of our sessions: 
[There’s] an opportunity for us to change to a different mindset and view [bilingualism] 
as an asset and how can we support [bilingual students] in this amazing capability they 
have to speak two languages, as opposed to seeing it as a learning difficulty.  
 
Emily’s desire to change the narrative about student language proficiencies to one that 
celebrates their strengths highlights a need for student support at Lakeside that is currently not 
in place. This finding about school culture confirms the ambiguity that often exists between 
understanding ELs’ cognitive abilities and labeling students with a learning disability (Klingner 
et al., 2006). Teachers were asked what words came to mind when they thought about the EL 
students at Lakeside. Their responses were entered into a word cloud generator, and the results 
are presented in Figure 3. Larger words signify words submitted by more than one participant.  
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Figure 3. EL word cloud. 
 
After engaging in this activity, participants explained that they contributed both words 
that described these students, such as “resilient” and “flexible,” as well as words that described 
the school culture surrounding these students—“misunderstood,” “not supported,” “unable.” 
This activity showed evidence of teachers recognizing positive attributes ELs, but within a 
school culture that holds a fixed mindset belief about these students’ abilities. Teachers were 
given two articles to read, Cook’s (1998) seminal study on multicompetence and a more recent 
study by Crivello et al. (2016) on the cognitive flexibility of bilingual toddlers. The 
conversations around these articles began the process of understanding why the deficit mindset 
exists at the school. 
 Needs assessment. Work around bringing teachers and the school into recognition of 
the cognitive flexibility of ELs and fluent bilinguals had to begin with understanding why there 
is a lack of information about these students and identifying concrete steps forward. Seven of 
the nine teachers agreed both in session discussions and on their post-session surveys that they 
need to know more information about the language(s) all students speak at home and their 
proficiency levels. Three teachers directly addressed the assumptions that are currently made 
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about students’ home language(s) and how vital that information is. Natalie shared that “as a 
school, we’re either afraid to ask, we don’t know how to ask, we assume.” Although Lakeside 
is taking steps to diversify their student population, the current school culture does not support 
teachers in understanding the backgrounds and identities of the students they teach. Shelly built 
on this statement, sharing her own frustration in one of our sessions: 
Why aren’t we given that information [about students’ home language]? Because that is 
a roadblock. It’s a roadblock into us doing our job. We’re just hitting our heads up 
against the wall if we don’t have that information and more professional development in 
that area. We’re setting [students] up failure because we don’t have enough information 
from the family, not working with the family.  
 
The frustration Shelly feels and the barriers she experiences to fully knowing her student 
population are rooted in a lack of data about students and families. Currently, there is no way 
for teachers to correctly identify what language(s) in which their students have proficiency 
without asking families directly. Another teacher proposed the use of a Home Language Survey 
on her post-session survey:  
Teachers agree we need something analogous to a Home Language Survey so that we 
can use the information to support students and families accordingly. We should not be 
assuming or questioning parents to get this information—it’s not a welcoming or 
inclusive practice.  
 
The ways teachers currently obtain information about students’ home language(s)—either by 
asking parents directly or making assumptions—result in either families feeling that they are 
being targeted specifically for information because they speak a language other than English or 
incorrect information being assumed about a family’s home life. By targeting only those 
families who speak or appear to speak a language other than English, those parents and students 
are being made to feel that they do not fit the norm at the school. In addition to wanting more 
information about students and families, four teachers voiced the need for professional learning 
in teaching students who speak and/or read more than one language. 
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Conclusion. With regard to ELs, the initial goal of this study was to understand how 
teachers took these students’ learning needs into consideration when they created a new 
approach to reading instruction (research question 1b). However, through the process of 
seeking to answer this question, it became clear that conversations about student needs and the 
existing deficit school mindset needed to be had before teachers could move forward with 
understanding their EL population. Although this finding did not directly answer the research 
question, steps were taken to move Lakeside School in the direction of ensuring an inclusive 
practice for all learners.   
Chapter Summary 
 Throughout this chapter, nine teachers were followed on their journey to create a 
growth mindset approach to reading instruction. The successes and struggles they experienced 
as they applied the theory of growth mindset to an unexplored age group and subject area were 
documented through what they said in sessions and interviews, their actions in observations, 
the documents they produced together, and their responses to survey question prompts. The 
aforementioned findings provide an account of the teachers’ process in designing, 
implementing, and navigating a new way of teaching in the hope that other teachers wishing to 
take on the same challenge can learn from their experiences. The findings presented here 
confirm the seminal work of leading growth mindset researchers (Boaler, 2013; Brooks & 
Goldstein, 2008; Dweck 2008, 2010, 2014; Gunderson et al., 2013; Mueller & Dweck, 1998; 
McTigue et al., 2009) and also offer new suggestions for novel adaptations of this theory. 
 The study began with three initial claims: (a) growth mindset practices and materials 
could be modified and applied to early elementary readers, (b) teachers could find ways to 
support the academic and emotional needs of ELs when creating their approach, and 
 71 
(c) changes in teacher pedagogy would likely occur as a result of participating in the study. As 
the study progressed, the aforementioned findings emerged to support these claims. As stated in 
Finding 1, teachers successfully implemented goal setting, productive struggle, and reflection 
with students as young as kindergarten during their reading instruction. Despite the focus of the 
study being reading instruction, Finding 2 demonstrates the changes teachers experienced 
across subject areas and in their general interactions with students as a result of participating in 
the AR process. Changes in teacher pedagogy were expected based on the design and focus of 
the study. However, Finding 3 (teacher internalization of growth mindset) unexpectedly 
emerged from discrepancies between teacher actions in observations and discussions in 
sessions. Although this finding does not directly support one of the initial claims, it highlights a 
challenge that can emerge when working with a group of teachers to change their mindsets and 
how they approach their instruction. The final finding, which focused on the needs of ELs and 
the school’s mindset towards these students, was originally intended to focus on pedagogy. 
However, after beginning this work, it became clear that the school’s existing culture and a lack 
of information about students’ language proficiencies were areas that needed to be addressed 
before teachers could begin supporting ELs through their instruction. The findings from this 
study both support the themes of my initial claims and build on existing research. In Chapter 
Five, I will discuss these findings and their significance in more detail.  
  
 72 
CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 
Significance of Findings  
Bridging Two Distinct Research Areas  
 Existing research reveals a gap in understanding how growth mindset can be used with 
elementary readers. In order to explore this new domain, teachers in this study first needed to 
develop a plan and image of growth mindset during reading instruction with kindergarten 
through third grade students—a new approach. This approach included taking the specific 
needs of developing EL readers into account. This study demonstrated that students as young as 
kindergarten not only are able to engage in growth mindset practices such as goal setting, 
productive struggle, and reflection, but they also understand the importance of these practices 
as well. Kindergarten students verbalized needing to let their peers sound out difficult words in 
reading group because their brains grew when they struggled. This verbalization recognizes the 
ability of children as young as kindergarten to empathize with and understand the learning 
process of their peers. If teachers know how to harness and cultivate this ability among younger 
students, they can create classroom cultures that are sensitive to students’ individual learning 
needs.  
Teachers found the use of productive struggle to be a successful component of a growth 
mindset approach to reading instruction. However, there is a further need for teachers to 
understand how and when to effectively use productive struggle with developing readers. It is 
not always productive to have students sound out the same word over and over again in a small 
group setting. English orthography is very idiosyncratic in how we attached sounds to letters. 
There is not always a pattern of analysis students can work through to get to the correct answer. 
Productive struggle is most effective when students struggle with the areas they need practice 
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in. This requires teachers to be acutely aware of the specific goals of each child, have an 
understanding of what kinds of reading errors are developmentally appropriate signs of 
learning, and selectively incorporate productive struggle at appropriate times.  
Previous studies have targeted the use of such practices with middle and high school 
students (Good et al., 2003, Mueller & Dweck, 1998) due to their metacognitive nature. The 
findings of this study illustrate that growth mindset practices can be very effective with 
younger students as well. 
Letting It All Sink in: Sustained Professional Learning  
 This study tracked teacher mindsets and practices over the course of 10 weeks both 
formally and informally, revealing inconsistencies in teacher behaviors. This was a major 
finding of the study. Teachers did not just “learn and apply;” rather, it was a messy process. At 
the start of the study, all teacher participants had a baseline knowledge of the theory of growth 
mindset. They knew the general components of the theory and some had read Carol Dweck’s 
(2006b) Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, but they had not tried out growth mindset 
practices in their classrooms consistently or in a specific subject area. The school adopted the 
theme of growth mindset last year, rooted in the belief that everyone could grow their brain. 
This theme was carried throughout the year in small ways, such as students being able to set a 
goal on a slip of paper in the principal’s office. However, adoption of mindset practices was 
largely superficial, including posters on the walls with growth mindset taglines such as 
“Mistakes are proof that my brain is growing.” Teachers in this study were guided in building 
upon their baseline knowledge of the theory and creating practical applications to their reading 
instruction.  
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Midway through the study, teachers began expressing “ah-ha” moments—realizing that 
practices they had adopted such as emphasizing correctness over effort and saying “good job” 
instead of providing specific feedback were not demonstrating growth mindset behaviors. At 
the start of the study, teachers lacked the language and techniques to support developing 
readers as they encountered reading challenges. However, teacher practices with students 
changed quickly throughout the study. For example, participants were observed between weeks 
two and three of the study engaging students in goal setting and allowing for productive 
struggle during reading group, having not tried these practices previously. Students appeared 
engaged in the new practices, all feeling comfortable enough to set goals in front of their peers 
and apply specific teacher feedback (e.g., try reading again and stopping at periods). This 
observation signifies that not only were teachers able to make concrete adjustments to their 
reading instruction after only 2 weeks of growth mindset research and learning, but also the 
shifts in their practice immediately affected students’ reading experiences as well.    
Despite this change in practice, the language participants used with colleagues often 
subconsciously revealed fixed mindset tendencies about student reading abilities. For example, 
some teachers used binary language in our sessions to describe student reading ability such as 
“he/she can’t read.” This language often went unnoticed by participants when in the presence 
of their peers, suggesting that when teachers are most comfortable, their underlying mindsets 
emerge. This discrepancy is part of the messy process of learning, applying, and embodying a 
new teaching practice. Just as is part of the learning process with students, very few show 
complete mastery of a new concept after one lesson. This was also the case as teachers tried out 
new practices. Teachers would show confidence in adapting a new practice during our sessions, 
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but express frustration when they slipped into fixed mindset language when disciplining a 
student during their lesson.  
The regression in teacher language between observations in classrooms and 
conversations in sessions is another example of the imperfect process of implementing a new 
approach. One possible explanation for this regression could be what Dweck (2016) calls the 
need to “overcome perceived threats” (para. 11). Dweck identified four markers of a false 
growth mindset. A false growth mindset is present when teachers believe their actions are 
growth-oriented, but in reality they have not truly internalized the theory’s core concepts and 
fixed mindset beliefs emerge instead. One of these markers, overcoming perceived threats, 
refers to the need for teachers to spend time identifying and recognizing their own fixed 
mindset triggers. She encourages teachers to think about times when their abilities feel 
threatened (e.g. comparing themselves to a colleague, working with a child who is having 
difficulty learning, or even trying out a new teaching method). It is possible some teachers 
experienced a regression into fixed mindset behaviors during sessions due to a perceived threat 
this study triggered. Perhaps it was caused by the vulnerability of being asked to reflect on 
trying out new strategies with colleagues on a weekly basis. During the initial sessions, teachers 
tended to reflect overwhelming positively on their experiences trying out new practices. 
Commentary included “it went really well” and “the kids liked it,” potentially masking how 
teachers truly felt as they grappled with new practices. As the sessions went on, teachers grew 
more vulnerable and critical in analyzing their practice. Some wished they had used more 
growth-oriented language when disciplining a student or given students more opportunities for 
productive struggle instead of rushing through a lesson. This vulnerability could have created a 
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fear of being judged by how well they were implementing the new practices or how many new 
practices they tried, causing teachers to slip back into fixed mindset beliefs during discussions.  
The regression could also have been triggered by the unfamiliarity of navigating an 
entirely new teaching approach and teachers being taken out of their comfort zones. Teachers 
may have felt uncomfortable with their developing ability to implement growth mindset 
practices in reading, and therefore expressed their discomfort through fixed mindset language. 
Professional learning programs aimed at implementing changes to teacher practice rooted in 
growth mindset should take additional steps to help teachers identify their own fixed mindset 
triggers and overcome these perceived threats. As noted in Chapter 4, fixed mindset comments 
often went unnoticed by teachers. It could be that teachers are accustomed to using this type of 
jargon when speaking with their colleagues. Whether or not this language was truly reflective 
of fixed mindset belief about students, this talk reinforces and validates a fixed mindset culture. 
Teachers are often more thoughtful about the language they use when in the presence of 
students because it reflects directly on their job performance. Changing teacher dialogue with 
one another could have a trickle effect to impacting the schoolwide mindset.  
Another possible explanation for this regression could be teacher expectations of 
students in the high-achieving and high-stakes culture at the school. Students at Lakeside are 
expected to read a year above grade level, and the majority of students meet this benchmark. 
However, when a student does not meet this marker, he/she is perceived to be below grade 
level. These students often display reading development consistent with their age. It is possible 
teachers have not received sufficient training in understanding the developmental trends and 
milestones of learning to read. Students who do not meet Lakeside’s high reading expectations 
may be observed demonstrating letter/sound confusion (e.g., much/mush), guessing words 
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based on beginning sounds (e.g., make/mad), and self-correcting errors inconsistently. By not 
fully understanding that these errors are developmentally appropriate for lower elementary 
students, teachers may perceive these reading errors as not meeting the school’s expectations.  
A teacher’s fear that these errors reflect an inability on his/her part to help the child 
meet the school’s high expectations could trigger the teacher into believing that some kids 
simply “can’t read.” When a school’s expectations of students exceed what is considered 
developmentally appropriate, teachers must receive training in appropriate reading milestones 
so that students are not inaccurately perceived as struggling.  
Unexpected Pedagogical Shifts 
Another key finding of this study was that when teachers engage in growth mindset 
work, their instruction expands beyond the intended goal. All teachers in this study naturally 
applied the concepts and practices learned in sessions to their teaching approach as a whole. 
These applications ranged from the way they questioned students during math lessons to 
increased patience when a child was struggling with something new. Three teachers also felt 
that their overall interactions with students and friends improved, citing an increased level of 
patience and growth-oriented outlook.  
This finding reveals that changes in teacher mindset and practice are not domain-
specific, possibly reflecting the fact that growth mindset theory does not apply solely to 
teaching. Whereas common teaching approaches such as constructivism are specific to a child’s 
learning process, a growth mindset approach focuses on the development of abilities—
something people experience throughout their lives. Teachers, therefore, naturally applied the 
core concepts learned in this study across subjects and to their own lives.  
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Past research found that students and teachers can hold domain-specific mindsets about 
their own abilities (Dweck 2006b). For example, one person could believe that he/she is not 
born a “math person,” but view himself/herself positively as a developing writer. However, this 
study revealed that when teachers participate in growth mindset professional learning, shifts in 
their practices are not confined to specific domains. Professional learning models such as the 
one employed in this study have the capacity to affect a teacher’s entire practice and mindset 
due to the universal applicability of the theory of growth mindset.  
Discomfort with Language Proficiencies 
The final finding of this study revealed that Lakeside currently has no mechanism for 
determining a child’s language proficiencies. Four out of nine study participants were unsure of 
how many students in their class spoke a language other than English. Teachers were also 
unaware if any students in their class were designated as ELs. At the heart of this lack of 
knowledge is the school’s discomfort with how to address home language(s) and proficiency 
levels. As teachers expressed in the sessions, they felt they did not know how to ask those they 
perceived as being ELs or fluent bilinguals about their language proficiencies. Ambiguity 
existed around whose responsibility it was to identify students’ home language(s)—teachers or 
administrators—and how to go about this process.  
In a related finding with respect to EL students, the teachers’ comments revealed a 
deficit culture surrounding ELs at Lakeside. Students who were developing their English 
language skills were often viewed as having a learning disability. Dweck (2016) identified a 
lack of knowledge or discomfort with the unknown as perceived threats for teachers. It is 
possible that this discomfort and lack of knowledge about supporting ELs made teachers feel 
inadequate in their ability to teach this population of students effectively. When our abilities 
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feel threatened, Dweck posited, we tend to default to fixed mindset beliefs about the threat—in 
this case, ELs. The deficit school culture surrounding ELs at Lakeside could exist because 
teachers lack training and experience in teaching ELs and understanding their cognitive 
processes.  
Limitations of the Study 
 Although this study provides important findings about the application of the theory of 
growth mindset to early elementary readers, three limitations exist.  
Generalizability  
Given the nature of this qualitative AR project, a small sample of only nine teachers 
participated in the study. These teachers sought out the opportunity to participate in this 
intensive professional learning program, indicating that they were motivated to change their 
practice and mindsets. The small sample size of the population allowed me to gather ample rich 
data on each teacher as they engaged in this months-long process. Although the findings of this 
study with regard to teacher mindsets and practice may not be generalizable to all kindergarten 
through third grade teachers, these teachers’ experiences contribute to the larger body of 
research on professional learning and growth mindset classroom application. The process via 
which teachers engaged in throughout this study can serve as a blueprint for other schools 
wishing to embed growth mindset practices into their core curricula.  
Reactivity 
The experiences of these nine teachers were captured through qualitative data collection 
methods, including interviews, session observations, classroom observations, and survey 
responses. Although this range of methods allowed for a rich data set to be collected, the 
possibility of reactivity existed. These teachers were colleagues of mine at Lakeside, and it is 
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possible that they participated in the study due to our existing relationships. I also acknowledge 
that participants could have been engaged in researcher-pleasing behavior, communicating 
what they may have considered to be expected views rather than their actual views on a subject.  
Similarly, observations are always fraught with anxiety. Teachers may have engaged in 
atypical behaviors during observations. To mediate the possibility of reactivity, I triangulated 
data collected across sources. Furthermore, I examined teacher commentary during sessions in 
conjunction with their actions during classroom observations and post-interview and survey 
responses. When teacher behaviors differed across sources, I probed to determine the cause, 
such as with teacher language mentioned previously. 
Incomplete Data Sets 
This study lasted over the course of 3 months. As shown in Table 1 in Chapter Three, 
not all teachers participated in every aspect of the study. Some teachers were unable to attend 
all sessions, not all teachers chose to participate in the post-interview, and only one observation 
(instead of two) was conducted for one teacher. The teachers who were most active in group 
discussions and activities missed one session at most. It is possible that the conversations held 
during planning sessions could have gone differently had participants been there for every 
session. However, given that participants’ contributions tended to be in agreement with their 
colleagues, I do not believe this limitation affected the findings of the study. Teachers who 
tended to miss more than one session were often more reserved in our group discussions. I do 
not believe their absence changed the course of the discussions or outcomes of the study, 
although I acknowledge it is possible. Despite these incomplete data sets, enough data were 
collected from each participant to accurately describe and triangulate their experiences.  
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Implications for Practice and Research 
 Despite the limitations described previously, this study’s findings offer several 
implications and recommendations for school and teacher practice and future research.  
The Need for a Schoolwide Approach 
Teachers in this study agreed that in order for growth mindset practices to be most 
effective in changing student and teacher mindsets, the entire school needed to be trained in the 
core concepts of growth mindset. The specific practices in which they believed all teachers 
should receive training included how to provide growth-oriented verbal and written feedback, 
how to embed opportunities for productive struggle into lessons, and how to guide students in 
setting and achieving manageable learning goals. Participants felt that without a schoolwide 
appreciation for this work and adoption of such an approach, students could experience growth-
oriented behaviors from teachers in one class and fixed mindset language and behaviors in 
another class. They worried that this fluctuation in approaches and mindsets might contribute to 
student anxiety, a concern of the teachers at Lakeside. The impact of growth mindset practices 
was equally as important for high achieving students at Lakeside as those who were deemed 
below grade-level. Participants reflected that students who succeeded academically were 
especially prone to fixed mindset beliefs about their abilities, possibly caused by the rigorous 
and competitive nature of the school.  
Teachers wanted to begin making progress toward a schoolwide approach by sharing 
their experience in the study with the entire faculty. Eight of the nine participants chose to lead 
a workshop where they taught their colleagues about what growth mindset is and how to 
implement growth mindset practices in the classroom. Participants designed centers based on 
topics they felt would be most useful to their colleagues: feedback and language, goal setting 
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and student reflection, avoiding a false growth mindset, parent communication, productive 
struggle, and building the foundation in kindergarten.  
A schoolwide adoption would also entail aligning assessments and student data 
collection methods with growth mindset language and core concepts. For example, the school’s 
current writing rubric used to assess a student’s proficiency with paragraph/story structure and 
writing pragmatics has three columns for teachers to check for each skill: “yes,” “sometimes,” 
and “no.” “No” signifies that a child was not able to demonstrate a skill on his/her work at all. 
Reframing this rubric with language such as “area for growth” conveys that the child is capable 
of developing and demonstrating specific skills, instead of “no,” which signals to a child that 
he/she lacks the ability. 
Parents also need to receive education in growth mindset theory and language so that 
students encounter a common language at school and home. Some teachers at Lakeside began 
this work by sending parents a letter at the beginning of the school year with growth-oriented 
conversation starters to use when reviewing assessments with their children. These included: 
focus on the content over the score, celebrate something you are proud of that you notice they 
did, and talk about something that was challenging on which they can improve for next time.  
However, the school continues to place an emphasis on assessments, and children as 
young as first grade receive scores and grades on their work. If the school is hoping to adopt 
growth mindset as the dominant theory guiding teaching and learning, alignment is needed 
between these ideals and how students are taught and assessed in classrooms. Lakeside should 
also consider whether the format of their assessments allows ELs to fully demonstrate their 
knowledge of a content area. The school’s emphasis on grades could be reinforcing fixed 
mindset beliefs about ability and success, especially for students who have the added stressor of 
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developing English in a rigorous, text-heavy school environment. Schools hoping to adopt the 
theory of growth mindset as an embedded part of teachers’ practice should consider how they 
provide professional learning to all teachers in this theory, how they align their data collection 
methods and assessments to be growth-oriented, and how they work with parents to ensure 
alignment between home and school.  
Internalization 
As noted earlier, despite high engagement in the development of this new approach to 
reading instruction, some teachers’ language used with colleagues ran contrary to their actions 
with students. School administrators could ameliorate this regression into fixed mindset beliefs 
by guiding teachers through recognizing and overcoming their own perceived threats to ability. 
Schools should also ensure all teachers have training in the developmental progressions 
students undergo in the early elementary years, such as learning to read and language 
development, so that students are not perceived inaccurately as struggling or incapable because 
of the errors they make.   
Research could more closely examine the specific perceived threats teachers experience 
as they engage in developing a new instructional approach (e.g. fear of being judged by 
colleagues, fear of being perceived as implementing the approach inadequately, and fear of 
struggling students reflecting their teaching ability). The medical field could potentially shed 
light on why discrepancies in language exist. Further research could draw parallels between 
how doctors speak with one another versus their patients and how teachers speak with 
colleagues versus their students. Research should also examine how experiencing these specific 
threats affects a teacher’s perception of struggling learners.  
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ELs at Independent Schools 
This study investigated how teachers take EL needs into consideration when creating a 
new approach to reading instruction. As described in Finding 4, this work took the form of a 
needs assessment that examined the school’s culture toward ELs and existing supports. As 
independent schools make greater efforts to increase the linguistic diversity of their student 
population, they must ensure that teachers have training in effective teaching strategies for ELs 
and an understanding of their cognitive flexibility. As seen in this study, the ambiguity, 
discomfort, and deficit culture that surrounded ELs at Lakeside could have been mediated if 
teachers received adequate training in ELs’ learning development. ELs bring many cultural 
strengths to school, not just an initial lack of English proficiency. To address the existing 
deficit culture surrounding ELs at Lakeside, the school must take measures to understand these 
students’ cultural beliefs and how these beliefs can affect a student’s school experience.     
The findings of this study begin to move Lakeside in the direction of culturally relevant 
pedagogy. The seminal theory developed by Ladson-Billings (1995) posits that teachers must 
display a cultural competence about the students in their class and seek to use this knowledge to 
inform lessons and content. Before teachers can engage in culturally relevant teaching, they 
must first identify and appreciate the cultural backgrounds of their students, including home 
languages. The work done with the teachers at Lakeside unearthed a lack of knowledge about 
students’ language proficiencies, an important first step in this process towards culturally 
relevant pedagogy. More work is needed around celebrating the cultural and linguistic 
differences among students at the school in order to develop a true appreciation of this 
diversity.  
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Although all students in the participants’ classrooms received growth mindset-oriented 
reading instruction, it remains to be seen how this approach could have addressed ELs’ specific 
learning needs more accurately. ELs endure added stressors when learning to read (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017), making them especially susceptible 
to fixed mindset beliefs about their reading ability. ELs’ specific learning needs, as they relate 
to growth mindset, have not been explored at the early reading stage. The effectiveness of 
growth mindset interventions and practices with ELs is an underexplored field.  
Effect on Student Achievement 
Due to the time constraints, I was unable to employ tools or measures to assess the 
effect of changes in teacher practice on student mindsets and academic achievement. Previous 
growth mindset studies have linked growth mindset programs to more growth-oriented 
behavior and higher academic achievement among middle and high school students in math 
and science (Blackwell et al., 2007; Haimovitz et al., 2011; McCutchen et al., 2015). This link 
between mindset and achievement at the elementary level has only been explored recently.  
Gunderson et al. (2018) conducted a longitudinal study in which children were observed 
interacting with their parents at 1, 2, and 3 years old. Researchers documented the type of 
praise these children received from their parents (process versus intelligence). Process praise 
occurs when a child receives positive feedback for engaging in an activity, focusing on his/her 
exerted effort and resiliency. Intelligence praise, on the other hand, rewards a child for how 
quickly he/she completed a task or how “smart” he/she is for meeting expectations. In this 
study, the children’s academic achievement and motivation were examined 7 years later in 
fourth grade. Students who experienced process praise as toddlers showed greater academic 
achievement in math and reading and were more likely to take on academic challenges in 
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fourth grade. These findings highlight the importance of adult language and praise in shaping 
children’s mindsets, a focus of my work with teachers in this study. The teacher participants 
with whom I worked with all cited growth-oriented language and feedback as a key component 
of their new approach.  
Despite this new research in the field of elementary student mindsets and academic 
achievement, the focus has been on parent influence, not teacher influence. There is a lack of 
research in two areas that this study supports: (a) links between growth mindset practices in 
classrooms and student academic achievement in kindergarten through third grade, and (b) 
whether implementing growth mindset practices during reading instruction results in increased 
rate of reading growth for early elementary students. Further research could explore these two 
areas. Existing research linking self-regulation, self-evaluation, quality of emotional 
interactions, and executive functioning to early literacy achievement could provide specific 
recommendations for this research (Pianta et al., 2008; McClelland et al., 2007; McClelland et 
al., 2018; Grammer et al., 2014). 
Sharing the Work 
 My goal as a researcher when beginning this study was to document what this new 
approach to reading instruction would look like. With this documentation in place, I would like 
to expand the scope of this work beyond Lakeside School. The model of teacher collaboration 
created as part of the study proved highly effective in changing teacher practice and facilitating 
the creation of a new approach. My goal is to share this approach and model for professional 
learning with other schools and districts, in the hope that teachers can instruct early elementary 
readers more effectively. I aspire to build on this work by conducting further research on the 
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effect of this approach on students’ rate of reading growth, particularly for struggling readers 
and those holding fixed mindset beliefs about their reading abilities.  
Conclusion 
The findings of this study offer a blueprint for schools seeking to embed growth 
mindset practices into their early reading programs. Teachers demonstrated that growth mindset 
concepts formerly thought most successful with older students can be adapted and implemented 
successfully with students beginning in kindergarten. This study illuminates some of the 
challenges teachers face when changing how they approach their instruction, such as 
internalizing the new approach, schoolwide support, and understanding their students well 
enough to take all learners’ needs into consideration. However, participation in such a process 
leads to invaluable changes in teacher mindset and practice that could positively affect student 
mindsets and reading development. This study opens doors to future research that could explore 
if the implementation of this new approach actually changes young readers’ fixed mindsets 
about their reading ability and accelerates students’ rate of reading growth, particularly for 
struggling readers and ELs.  
The scope of this study reached far beyond its intended domain of reading, affecting 
teacher practice and mindsets across subject areas. The profound impact of this experience is 
most accurately summarized by one kindergarten teacher’s sentiment: 
I carried [this work] through every facet of what I did. The thing about the reading that I 
really liked is that it gave us all an opportunity to slow down, to reflect how we deliver 
a strategy for reading, to listen more to the kids. So it's really hard to put into words, 
except I am a completely different teacher. I truly, truly am. 
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Appendix A: Action Research Cycle Outline 
 
Figure A1. Action research cycle outline. 
  
Plan
- Teachers used materials from 
sessions to create GM oriented 
reading lessons for K-3 
students
-Teachers determined how to 
assess the effectiveness of the 
practices 
-Teachers assessed their 
current mindsets
Act
-Teachers pre-assessed three 
students' mindsets towards 
reading
-Teachers implemented GM 
lessons and strategies in 
classrooms during reading 
instruction
-Teachers documented their 
practices through surveys, 
group Padlet, Google Docs, 
discussionsObserve
-Teachers observed students' 
reactions to changes in practice 
and documented through 
discussion
-Teachers observed changes in 
own mindsets and documented 
through discussion and surveys
Reflect
-Teachers shared observations, 
practices, student artifcats
-Teachers engaged in 
reflective discussion and 
survey responses 
-Teachers reflected on 
changes, if any, in own 
mindsets 
-Teachers reflected on changes 
needed to 
practice/lessons/tools
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Appendix B: Summary of Action Research Planning Sessions 
Table B1 
Summary of Action Research Planning Sessions  
Session Content 
Session 1 • Overview of study 
• Student stories and early reader needs 
• Introduction to growth mindset research 
• Time to explore Mindset Coach and Mindset Kit materials 
Session 2 
*Round 1 
observations 
conducted between 
weeks 2-3 
• Neuroscience behind growth mindset  
• EL student discussion—What are their needs? How are we 
supporting them? 
• Your class’ top three socio-emotional needs 
• Planning action: Use resources (online or print) to address one of 
these needs. Plan how you will try it out in your classroom. 
Session 3 • Observing growth mindset in action (teacher videos) 
• Sharing what you tried and how it went 
• Adding to our shared resource Padlet 
• Planning action: Pick one new idea to try out this week and make a 
plan to enact it. 
Session 4 • Each grade level shares about what growth mindset practices they 
enacted during reading and how it went 
• Teachers set goals for something they either want to try or improve 
on, based on the discussion  
• Adding to our shared resource Padlet 
• Exploring neuroscience some more 
Session 5 • Share student reactions to growth mindset so far—Have they noticed 
changes in practice? Are they willing to try what you are asking them 
to do? 
• Troubleshooting: How to give growth mindset-oriented feedback 
when a student makes a mistake in real-time, on written 
work/assessments, and when talking to parents  
• Adding to our shared resource Padlet 
Session 6 
 *Round 2 
observations 
conducted between 
weeks 6-7 
• Review growth mindset feedback posters created last session 
• Troubleshooting: How to avoid a false growth mindset as a teacher 
• More teacher examples (videos). What do you see, think, wonder? 
• Circling back to EL student conversation 
Session 7 • Productive struggle discussion 
• Formally documenting the approach 
Session 8 • Quick reflection: Write/type 5-7 things you want to remember from 
this experience 
• Finish documenting the approach  
• Celebration/thank you  
  
 90 
Appendix C: Detailed Descriptions of Action Research Planning Sessions 
Session #1: Introduction, Setting Expectations, and Defining the Problem 
 Before the first session, I asked teachers to gather data from three students who they 
perceive as struggling readers. I asked them to talk with those students about the student’s 
attitudes towards reading, why they like or dislike reading, and how they feel about reading 
during school and outside of school. This information was used to frame the need for this work 
in the first session. The first session reviewed the goals of the study and set expectations for 
participant involvement and confidentiality. Although this information was presented to 
teachers during the recruitment process, reviewing it together ensured that everyone had a 
common understanding of how the study would proceed. In this session more than others, I led 
the majority of the conversation to ensure that I communicated all important information 
clearly. I reemphasized the importance of maintaining confidentiality of the group discussions, 
and although I could not monitor what participants chose to divulge outside of our meetings, I 
reiterated the importance of developing mutual trust for honest discussion and collaboration.  
 I then outlined how our eight sessions would progress by showing a schedule of the 
dates, times, and locations of each meeting and the theme/topics of discussion. To help 
participants understand the action research cycle, I defined what action research is and its 
purpose, and showed a visual of the planning, action, observation, and reflection process. Using 
this visual, I linked the AR process to the intended goals of this study: to collaboratively 
develop a mindset-oriented approach to reading instruction. I reiterated that this is a highly 
collaborative process in which I would help facilitate and provide reference materials, but that 
the actual development of the approach was to be done by the participants themselves. This led 
into a discussion about the time commitment of the study and expectations for session 
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participation, survey responses, and classroom observations. I explained why each of these 
methods was important in understanding the process of developing an instructional approach. 
Teachers were then guided through a discussion analyzing the student data they brought to this 
meeting. We looked for patterns in student responses and the specific needs of emerging and/or 
struggling readers. The first session concluded with five minutes for teachers to fill out the 
post-session survey and time to explore Mindset Kid and Mindset Coach materials.  
Session #2: Planning Action   
  This session is where we began to explore how to adapt growth mindset resources and 
concepts for use with early elementary readers. I led teachers in a discussion about ELs at the 
site: what are their needs and how are we supporting them? We identified the obstacles to 
learning to read, specifically for ELs, and brainstormed ways to help students overcome these 
obstacles through the use of mindset practices. Teachers were given collaborative planning 
time to look through Mindset Kit, Mindset Coach, and Math Mindset materials and identify 
specific practices from these materials that they wanted to adapt to their classroom reading 
lessons. The meeting ended with time for the survey, where teachers documented what 
practices they planned to implement during their reading lessons over the next week.  
Session #3: Taking Action  
 Between sessions two and three, I conducted the first round of classroom observations. 
Having just completed these observations, teachers had an opportunity to reflect on their 
experience trying out new practices in this session. Per participants’ requests, I showed videos 
of teachers using growth mindset during math and writing instruction. We debriefed together 
on what participants noticed. The session allowed ample time for teachers to continue 
contributing to the group’s shared Padlet—an online forum where they housed practices they 
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wanted to try and reflected on their implementation. Teachers also worked collaboratively to 
identify and adapt new growth mindset practices to implement in their classrooms the next 
week.  
Session #4: Reflecting, Refining, and Documenting Part 1 
 By session four, teachers had tried out at least two new mindset practices during their 
reading lessons and documented their effectiveness through discussion reflection. Teachers 
shared what they would change, if anything, about their lessons, and were given collaborative 
planning time to identify one new instructional approaches from the Mindset Kit, Mindset 
Coach, and Math Mindset materials to try out over the next week. Per the participants’ request, 
I provided additional materials about the neuroscience behind growth mindset, specifically 
watching and discussing Dr. Lara Boyd’s (2015) “After Watching This, Your Brain will not be 
the Same.”  
Session #5: Planning Action 
 Our fifth meeting began with a similar debriefing process to the last session, where 
teachers shared the strengths and weaknesses of the methods they tried. We analyzed the 
information gathered about the effectiveness of the methods and identified the key changes 
teachers must make to their practice when implementing mindset methods during reading 
instruction. At this session, we also addressed any changes observed in student mindsets and 
how students appeared to be reacting to the new practices. I also provided teachers with growth 
mindset troubleshooting, specifically around giving growth-oriented feedback to students and 
parents. Teachers rotated through four station Teachers had an opportunity to reflect through 
discussion and the survey about how their mindsets or practice have changed, if at all, 
throughout the AR cycle. There was also time dedicated to adding to the group’s shared Padlet.  
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Session #6: Taking Action  
 I conducted second round classroom observations between sessions six and seven. 
Based on my observations in classrooms, we began this session by exploring some pitfalls to a 
false growth mindset—when teachers feel they are implementing growth-oriented behaviors, 
but their actions and language say otherwise. Participants read Carol Dweck’s Recognizing and 
Overcoming False Growth Mindset (2016) and discussed how the themes Dweck presented 
related to their experience implementing new growth mindset practices. Per participants’ 
request, I provided additional video examples of teachers implementing growth mindset 
practices in their classrooms. Teachers engaged in a “See, Think, Wonder” as they observed the 
practices in each video. The session concluded with additional time to explore and adapt 
resources, create a plan for implementation, and add to the group’s Padlet.  
Session #7: Reflecting, Refining, and Documenting Part 2  
 During session seven, participants began formally documenting the new mindset 
approach to reading instruction. Using the information gathered from sessions four, five, and 
six about the practices teachers tried in their classrooms, participant researchers collaboratively 
created a table in Google Docs that detailed practices they found to be the most effective when 
approaching reading instruction through a growth mindset lens. The table included potential 
activities, changes in language, assessing students’ emotions during reading instruction, etc.  
Session #8: Final Reflection and Analysis 
 The AR planning sessions concluded with a final reflection and analysis session. During 
this session, teachers finished collaboratively documenting their growth mindset approach to 
reading instruction. This session also served as a celebration for the participants’ hard work.   
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Appendix D: EL Materials for Teachers 
Bilingual Toddlers Demonstrate Greater Cognitive Flexibility, Study Finds 
Peter Dockrill, February 4, 2016 
https://www.sciencealert.com/bilingual-toddlers-demonstrate-greater-cognitive-
flexibility-study-finds 
 
What Teachers Should Know About Instruction for English Language Learners 
November 1, 2008 
http://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/what-teachers-should-know-about-
instruction-for-ELs.pdf  
 
What Educators Need to Know About Bilingual Students and Talent Development  
  https://nrcgt.uconn.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/953/2015/04/A9713P.pdf 
 
“I Helped My Mom,” and It Helped Me: Translating the Skills of Language Brokers into 
Improved Standardized Test Scores 
 Dorner, Orellana, Li-Grining (2007)  
 https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdfplus/10.1086/512740 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Email 
Good afternoon teachers. As you know, I am in my final year as a doctoral student at UCLA. I 
am here today to see if you would be interested in joining my study this fall. Building on the 
great work our school did around growth mindset last year, my study would create a bridge 
between growth mindset theory and a core academic content area: reading. You would be 
collaboratively creating a new approach to reading instruction that is growth mindset oriented.  
This is not a new curriculum- the curricula you already have in place would stay the same. 
Instead, this study will ask you to examine how you deliver reading instruction and ways to 
interweave growth mindset principles, paying special attention to how this affects our English 
Language Learners. Involvement would include eight after school meetings lasting over the 
course of two to two and a half months. I promise to feed you lots of great food, and you would 
get a $25 gift card at the end of the study. Additionally, one duty coverage will be provided to 
offset the time you spend in meetings for the study. If this sounds like something you would be 
interested in joining, I will be sending out an email after this meeting with a study information 
sheet with additional details. Thank you! 
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Appendix F: Study Information Sheet 
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA LOS ANGELES 
STUDY INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Teacher Development of a Growth Mindset Approach to Reading Instruction 
 
Rosemary Miller, under the supervision of Diane Durkin and Kimberley Gomez, from the 
Department of Education and Information Studies at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA) is conducting a research study. 
 
You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you teach kindergarten 
through third grade at the selected site. Your participation in this research study is voluntary.   
 
Why is this study being done? 
This study will guide teachers in the development of a growth mindset approach to reading 
instruction through action research. The study will involve eight planning meetings, facilitated 
by the researcher, where teachers will collaboratively create a new approach to reading 
instruction. Teachers will be expected to implement parts of the approach in their classrooms 
and observations of the approach in action will take place. Teachers will also respond to 
surveys questions as a way to document the approach and its effect on student mindsets 
towards reading. Teachers will be asked if they would like to complete a voluntary post-
interview after completion of the eight sessions.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, the researcher will ask you to do the following: 
 
• Respond to a pre-survey study. 
• Attend eight plannig sessions afterschool at your schoolsite.   
• Participate in the collaborative development of the new approach during these sessions 
through discussion.  
• Gather data about your students’ mindsets towards reading.  
• Respond to surveys questions at the end of sessions.  
• Implement elements of the new approach in your classroom.   
• Participate in classroom observations of reading instruction, conducted by the researcher 
during the schoolday.  
• Participate in a voluntary post-study interview upon completition of the eight sessions.  
 
How long will I be in the research study? 
 
The study will run for approximately 3 months. Participation will include eight one-hour 
collaborative meetings. There will also be two classroom observations, lasting about 20-30 
minutes each, conducted by the researcher during the regular school day. The voluntary 
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interview will last no longer than 20 minutes and will be conducted after the eight sessions are 
complete in mid-late January.  
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that I can expect from this study? 
 
This is a minimal-risk study. The topic of this study is not meant to be sensitive. However, any 
form of reflection, especially on one’s teaching practice, could elicit an emotional response. 
 
Are there any potential benefits if I participate? 
 
You may benefit from the study by gaining professional development in current reading and 
growth mindset research. You will also have dedicated time to collaborate with your colleagues 
about reading instruction. The results of the research may provide suggestions for other sites 
looking to improve elementary reader mindsets. This study sheds light on how teachers can 
come together to enact change for readers at their school site.  
 
Will I be paid for participating?  
 
You will receive a $25 gift card for participating in the study upon completion of the eight 
collaborative sessions. Food and drink will be provided at the eight collaborative meetings. 
Coverage of a duty will also be provided at a point during the study. Participants do not need to 
complete the post-interview in order to receive the gift card, food, and duty coverage.  
 
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential? 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
Confidentiality will be maintained by means of protecting all data on a password-protected 
device and removing all identifying features from data sources, using a code for your name. 
The code key will be kept solely by the principal researcher on a password-protected computer. 
Group sessions and interviews will be audio recorded. The audio recordings will be kept on a 
password-protected device. The transcripts from the group sessions and interviews will be 
encrypted and password protected by the company conducting the transcription. The only data 
source that will include an identifying feature is the Google Doc used for survey responses. 
These Google Forms will only be accessible by the participant and the principal researcher and 
will be deleted upon completion of the study. Any data collected from the Google Forms will 
be coded with your code as to remove your identify from it.  
 
What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
 
• You can choose whether or not you want to be in this study, and you may withdraw your 
consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
• Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you, and no loss of benefits to 
which you were otherwise entitled.   
• You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain in 
the study. 
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• You will be able to review, edit, and erase the session and/or interview recordings at any 
time.  
 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? 
 
• If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, please contact the 
researcher: 
Rosemary Miller: (310) 339-8578 or rosie.a.miller@gmail.com 
 
• You may also contact the faculty sponsors: 
Diane Durkin: durkin@humnet.ucla.edu  
Kimberley Gomez: kimgomez@ucla.edu  
 
• UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program (OHRPP): 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, or you have concerns or 
suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers, you may contact 
the UCLA OHRPP by phone: (310) 206-2040; by email: participants@research.ucla.edu or 
by mail: Box 951406, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1406. 
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Appendix G: Pre-Survey and Post-Session Surveys 
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Session 7 
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Appendix H: Post-Interview Recruitment Script 
Now that you have participated in this action research project, I am curious about your 
experience. As you know, this study has been guided by my desire to learn about how 
kindergarten through third grade teachers develop a growth mindset approach to reading 
instruction. I am interested in the collaborative process that you participated in and any changes 
in your teaching practice as a result. I would like to learn more about your experience as a 
participant in this study. Participation in an interview is completely voluntary and will occur in 
mid to late January. Your compensation for participating in this study ($25 gift card, snacks, 
duty coverage), is not contingent upon you participating in an interview. The interview will last 
no longer than twenty minutes. If you are interested in participating in an interview, please let 
me know via e-mail by January 11th.  Interviews will be audio recorded with your permission.  
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Appendix I: Interview Protocol  
Research Questions 
1. How do teachers develop a growth mindset approach to reading instruction through 
participation in action research? 
a. How do teachers decide what materials to use as they create and implement 
the new approach? 
b. How are EL needs taken into consideration when creating and implementing 
the new approach? 
c. What, do teachers report, are the elements of a growth mindset approach to 
reading instruction? 
2. How, according to teachers, does developing this new approach result in changes to 
pedagogies? 
 
I want to learn about how kindergarten through third grade teachers develop a growth mindset 
approach to reading instruction. I am interested in the collaborative process that you 
participated in and any changes in your teaching practice as a result. I would like to learn more 
about your experience as a participant in this study. Participation in the interview is voluntary 
and you may stop the interview at any time. Is it okay to do an audio recording of this 
interview? 
 
1. How has your teaching practice changed, if at all, as a result of developing this new approach 
to reading instruction?  
 Possible follow-up questions: 
 Any changes in the way you provide student feedback? 
 Any changes in the language you use? 
 Any changes in the types of activities you engage students in? 
 Any changes in the way you conduct reading instruction?  
 
2. Describe which elements of the new approach you found most impactful when teaching 
reading, if any. Why? 
 
3. Describe which elements of the new approach you found least impactful when teaching 
reading, if any. Why? 
 
4. How did you decide which growth mindset practices to use during reading instruction?  
 
5. How has this growth mindset work influenced you pedagogically in other subjects, if at all? 
 
6. How has your knowledge of the bilingual students in your class changed, if at all, after 
participating in this study? 
 
7. Are there any additional reflections you would like to share?  
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Appendix J: Units of Analysis and Observation  
Table J1 
Units of Analysis and Observation  
 
Research 
Questions 
Data Collection 
Methods Units of Observation 
1.     How do 
teachers develop a 
growth mindset 
approach to 
reading through 
participation in 
action research? 
 
● Teacher survey 
responses 
● Post-interview 
● Classroom 
observations 
● Document analysis  
● Observation of AR 
team meetings  
● Watch videos about growth mindset 
● Analyze Jo Boaler’s Math Mindset 
curriculum to see what mindset 
instruction in math looks like  
● Read about research in growth mindset  
● Look at Mindset Kit and Mindset 
Coach lessons  
● Try out Mindset Kit and Mindset 
Coach lessons in classroom 
● Adapt materials from facilitator 
(mindset videos, Mindset Math, 
Mindset Coach, Mindset Kit) to use 
during reading instruction  
● Debrief with colleagues during team 
meetings about what materials have 
been tried out 
● Collaboratively develop “best 
practices” for using mindset during 
reading  
● Reflect on lessons 
● Share student experiences with growth 
mindset lessons (quotes from students, 
student work)  
● Share student experiences with reading 
instruction (quotes from students, 
student work)  
● Share new practices implemented  
● Commentary/feedback to other 
teachers during group sessions  
● Change in practice after group sessions 
● Active engagement/participation in 
collaborative planning sessions 
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Research 
Questions 
Data Collection 
Methods Units of Observation 
1a. How do 
teachers decide 
what materials to 
use as they create 
and implement the 
new approach? 
 
 
 
● Observation of AR 
team meetings 
● Survey responses 
● Post-interviews  
 
● Watch videos about growth mindset 
● Analyze Jo Boaler’s Math Mindset 
curriculum to see what mindset 
instruction in math looks like  
● Read about research in growth mindset  
● Look at Mindset Kit and Mindset 
Coach lessons  
● Try out Mindset Kit and Mindset 
Coach lessons in classroom 
● Adapt materials from facilitator 
(mindset videos, Mindset Math, 
Mindset Coach, Mindset Kit) to use 
during reading instruction  
● Debrief with colleagues during team 
meetings about what materials have 
been tried out 
● Collaboratively develop “best 
practices” for using mindset during 
reading  
● Reflect on lessons  
1b. How are EL 
needs taken into 
consideration when 
creating and 
implementing the 
new approach? 
 
 
● Observation of AR 
team meetings 
● Classroom 
observations  
● Survey responses  
● Post-interviews  
● Document analysis  
● Teachers identify ELs in their 
classroom 
● Teachers discuss ELs’ specific learning 
needs 
● Teachers regularly mention and 
consider EL needs when 
designing/modifying new practices  
1c. What do 
teachers report are 
the elements of a 
growth mindset 
approach to 
reading 
instruction? 
 
 
● Survey responses  
● Classroom 
observations 
● Observation of AR 
team meetings 
● Post-interviews 
● Document analysis  
● Implementing student reflection during 
reading instruction time  
● Instruction about the malleability of 
intelligence  
● Emphasizing effort during reading over 
speed and correctness  
● Changing language to be more process-
oriented, instead of outcome 
● Giving students choice and voice in 
selecting reading materials  
● Providing opportunities for students to 
guide small group reading instruction  
● Reading kid-friendly books about 
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Research 
Questions 
Data Collection 
Methods Units of Observation 
growth mindset during reading 
instruction 
● Taking “temperature checks” of 
students’ feelings and attitudes about 
reading  
● Allowing students to engage in 
productive struggle 
2. How, according 
to teachers, does 
developing this 
new approach 
result in changes to 
pedagogies? 
● Survey responses  
● Classroom 
observations 
● Observation of AR 
team meetings 
● Post-interviews 
● Teachers discuss applications of 
theories and practices from AR 
sessions to subjects other than reading 
● Teachers bring evidence (sample 
activities, lessons, student anecdotes) 
of using growth mindset in other 
subject areas to AR sessions 
● Classrooms show evidence on the 
walls of engagement in growth mindset 
outside of reading instruction 
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Appendix K: Coding Table 
Table K1 
Coding Table  
Data Source(s) Code Literature 
AR discussions 
Surveys  
Teachers collaborative share 
ideas 
Wei et al., 2009; Fernandez & 
Yoshida, 2009; A. 
Cunningham et al., 2014; 
Gomez el al., 2016  
AR discussions 
Interviews 
Creating new instructional 
approach 
A. Cunningham et al., 2014 
AR discussions  
Surveys 
Observations  
Interviews 
Modifying mindset materials  A. Cunningham et al., 2014 
AR discussions 
Surveys 
Interviews  
Teacher perception of 
students 
Retellsdorf, Schwartz, & 
Asbrock, 2015 
AR discussions 
Surveys 
Observations  
Interviews 
Modifications for ELs Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, and 
Weissberg (2017) 
AR discussions 
Surveys 
Interview 
Teacher mindset about self A. Cunningham et al., 2014; 
Dweck, 2014  
Observations 
Surveys  
Document analysis 
Interviews 
Student mindsets  Dweck and Leggett, 1988; 
Blackwell et al., 2007; 
McCutchen et al., 2015, 
Eccles and Wigfield, 2002, 
Good et al, 2003  
Observations 
Surveys 
Interviews 
Document analysis  
Changes in teacher practice  Mueller & Dweck, 1998; 
Dweck, 2010; Boaler, 2013; 
Sun, 2015; Park et al., 2016  
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Appendix L: Observation Protocol  
Reading Group Observation  
 
Date: ________  Observer: _________     Teacher: _________ 
         Grade level: _______ 
Time of observation: ________ 
Length of observation: _______ 
Location of observation: ________ 
 
Key: 
Ss = students T = teacher 
 
Time Teacher Students 
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Appendix M: Document Analysis Protocol 
Document Title Author(s) Date Obtained 
Date Created 
Document Type Document Number 
Summary Key Words 
Potential Findings  
Codes 
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